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After leaving our class at Rutgers we arrived at the local KFC and met Professors Taran, Reinhardt and Gallop. Taran took my hand. Welcome, Demetrius, he said. If there is anything we can do for you here you must let us know.

Well, I replied, I have come for that very purpose. There is something you and your colleagues can do for me. 

Please tell us what it is.

What, I asked, was the name of your test tube brother on the X side? I cannot remember. He was only a child, you know, when I was here before, and that is a long while ago now. His father’s name was Mourelatos, I think.

Yes, and his own is Nikitas. But why do you ask?

My companions here, I answered, are fellow researchers of mine, deeply interested in philosophy. They have been told that Nikitas has been much in the company of someone called Sanders—K.R. Sanders to be exact, who was a friend of Socrates’s, and that Sanders has related to him that conversation which Socrates once had with that special committee inaugurated by Sanders at the University of Texas to study the ancient fragmentary poem of Parmenides. Nikitas is said to have heard it so often that he can repeat it by heart.

That is true.

Well, said I, that is what we want—to hear that conversation.

There is no difficulty about that, he replied. Before he was tenured, Nikitas worked hard at getting that conversation by heart, though nowadays he takes after his grandfather of the same name and devotes most of his time to cloning horses. If you like, let us go and see him. He has just gone home from here. His house is close by, in Princeton.

So we set out to drive there. We found Nikitas at home, giving instructions to a lab technician about a misplaced petrie dish or something of the sort. When he had done with the man, and his sisters began to tell him what we had come for, he recognised me from his memory of my earlier visit and said he was glad to see me. We then asked him to repeat the conversation. At first he was reluctant. It was no easy matter, he said. However, he ended by telling us the whole story over tea on the patio. 

According to Nikitas, then, this was Sanders’s account. Socrates (like all the ancients thus far) had been cloned in a lab in Cuba using a technique developed by that great writer and doctor, Michael Plankton, or some name like that. He arrived in Austin Texas, America’s great centre for classical studies to reply to a controversy that had heated up around Parmenides’s ancient poem—specifically line 12 of paragraph 8 from the manuscript of Simplicius. 

Socrates was a man of impressive appearance, despite his last ‘meal’ as it were. He was staying with Sanders outside the city limits of Austin. He arrived to a seminar at the University that had been in full swing for a number of weeks. The other star of the seminar—also recently cloned—was Descartes who put in a penny’s worth. The hot topic that had the whole campus in a tiff was a proposal that called for an emendation to line 12 that would change it from “Nor will the strength of trust ever allow anything to come to be from what-is-not besides itself” to “Nor will the strength of trust ever allow anything to come-to-be from what is besides it. 

You must be kidding! The veritable opposite of what appears in the manuscript, I protested.

Yes. 

How can that be, I asked him.

Professors Taran, Reinhardt and Gallop here can fill you in later on some of the reasons, as they were signatories to the petition that supported the emendation. Now can I get on with the story.

Yes, by all means, Nikitas, I replied.

As you are probably already aware, Socrates had the good fortune of speaking with Parmenides in ancient times about this latter’s hypotheses in hexameter verse. Owing to Socrates’s extraordinary powers of anamnesis he was able to recall, in spite of the cloning process, the substance of that ancient dialogue (with a little help, of course, from a reading of the Platonic dialogue recounting this)
. 

As you probably already know, the whole problem centres around an alleged synonymy of the terms ‘nothing(ness)’ and ‘what-is-not’ though professors Taran, Reinhardt and Gallop may disagree with me. Anyway, that is how Socrates saw it. The seminar began that day with a reading of Professor Sanders’s article on the matter from the journal Apeiron
 where it had been recently published after which Socrates proceeded to ask questions. To make a long article short I’ll ask them to quickly summarise their arguments from that article supporting the emendation. Gentlemen.

Taran quickly broke in. Well, you see, one uncontroversial fact about the lines in question is that together they constitute part of an argument against the generation or destruction of what-is, corresponding to the first ‘signposts’ (announced in line 3 of fragment B8:  ‘What-is is ungenerable and imperishable’
 (There is also a consensus that the argument as given in lines 6-21 treats only the former and not the latter claim, except perhaps implicitly. Just what form the argument against generation takes, however is at the heart of the debate over the proposed emendation in line 12. The reasons most commonly proffered in support of replacing  (not) with  (its) fall into three general categories:  (1) the alleged redundancy of lines 12-13;  (2) the incompleteness of the proof against generation as it stands in the manuscripts;  and (3) the unsuitability, given Parmenides’s particular philosophical commitments, of what-is-not as the antecedent of the Greek pronoun  in line 13. Proponents adduce various combinations of (1), (2), and (3) in support of the emendation, but it should suffice here to examine each argument type individually.

Seeing that he had lost my non-Greek colleagues, I interrupted him at this point. Excuse me, Professor Taran, before you continue, because it has been some time since my friends here completed their classical studies and are experiencing some difficulty following the details of your argument, would you please recite the fragment in question.

Please, allow me, Doctor Taran, said Nikitas, as he slipped in with a bilingual poetic recitation:

[ Poem’s line numbers: ]

6. 

For what generation will you seek for it?

7. ’

How, whence having grown?     From what-is-not I shall allow you

8. ’

neither to say nor think, for it is not to be said or thought

9. ’ 

that it is not.                   And what need could have impelled it to grow



later or sooner,                 beginning from nothing?



Thus it should rightly either be completely or not at all.

12. ’  

Nor will the strength of trust ever allow anything

13. ’  
to come to be from what-is-not
 besides itself.

14. 

For this reason justice does not relax her bonds and allow it either to come to be or to perish

’  

but instead holds it fast.

After he finished he added that the charge of redundancy was made most succinctly by Professor Taran, catching Professor Taran off guard:

Oh yes! Redundancy. Parmenides, having already said in lines 7-8 that Being cannot come from non-Being and in lines 8-11 having proved why it cannot, would not in line 12 say ‘nor can it come from non-Being.’

Thank you, Professor, Nikitas interjected. According to this line of interpretation, the statement in the unemended lines 12-13 that what-is cannot come from what-is-not constitutes a mere repetition of the claim made in lines 9-10 that what-is cannot be generated from nothing. Regardless of whether line 12 begins with  (not even), as in the manuscripts, or nor, as professor Taran proposes, we expect a new point here.

Yes, the emendation is necessary, Taran added, in order to avoid having Parmenides awkwardly repeat himself. 

Closely related to this objection, Nikitas continued, is the question of completeness. Professor Gallop’s remarks on this point are representative, as he turned to him. 

This reading of the argument requires an emendation at 8.12 which has not been universally accepted, Gallop started. It is, however, a plausible one, and a strong case for it can be made. It allows the logical structure to be taken as dilemmatic:  if p [what-is is generable], then either q [it is generated from what-is-not] or r [it is generated from what-is];  but not q; and not-r; therefore not-p. I endorse the view that lines 7-10 constitute Parmenides’s entire argument against generation from what-is-not. But in order to prove that  (Being) is ungenerable simpliciter, I suggested that Parmenides should provide a complementary argument against its generation from what-is. The emendation in question was meant to supply him with such an argument in lines 12-13. 

As for the third point, Nikitas said, supporters of the emendation point to a perceived difficulty in having what-is-not serve as the antecedent of the pronoun  (itself) in line 13. The obvious choice as the text stands is to have the pronoun refer back to  (what-is-not) in the preceding line. Admittedly, some proponents of the manuscript reading have attempted to construe the pronoun with what-is by making the latter the unexpressed but understood antecedent. To do so, however, requires taking , an almost exclusively reflexive pronoun in Homeric usage, to refer not to the immediately preceding  (what-is-not) but rather to its antithesis,  (what-is), despite the fact that what-is appears nowhere else in the sentence. Such a construction, while not impossible, is certainly labored. But I’ll let Professor Reinhardt here explain further…

To begin with, he jumps in excitedly, what meaning can there be in the words ’to come to be besides itself), if the  (self) is itself a  (nothing), that is, not a something but rather an unsayable, unthinkable nothing? If what-is-not is literally inexpressible and unthinkable, as Taran, myself and many others take lines 8-9 to indicate, then surely Parmenides should not be found making the claim in lines 12-13 that what-is-not cannot generate anything except what (itself)-is-not. What we want for the antecedent of , we insist, is , and the most grammatically sound way of doing this is by emending the text.

So you see, Demetrius, my former colleagues, said Nikitas, all share the assumption that Parmenides uses  (nothing-ness) and  (what-is-not) synonymously. And, it is most conspicuous in the charge of redundancy, since if the two terms are not synonymous, there is no justification for claiming that the unemended line 12 merely repeats what has previously been stated in lines 7-10.

Yes, Gallop broke in, Parmenides’s argument in these earlier lines against the generation of what-is from nothing, , which constitutes the whole of his argument against its generation from what-is-not also presupposes this same equivalence.

And it appears yet again, barked Reinhardt, in my formulation of the difficulty in construing what-is-not as the antecedent of  (‘if the  is itself a ’)

You see, Demetrius, what is most surprising about the scholarly consensus regarding the semantic equivalence of  and  , concluded Nikitas, is that such synonymy seems plausible, according to Sanders, only on an existential reading of the thematically relevant forms of , where ‘is-not’ connotes non-existence. We can easily make sense of an ordinary-language claim that what is nothing, so to speak, does not exist, and conversely that what does not exist is nothing. G.E.L. Owen, who was at the seminar pointed out that Webster’s Dictionary reflects this colloquial usage in its somewhat paradoxical entry defining ‘nothing’ as ‘something’ that does not exist. Then Sanders pointed out how other ways of construing the Greek verb and the corresponding particle , however, are inimical to the proposed equivalence;  such as in a predicative reading of ‘to be’, according to which a suppressed predicate complement should be understood. What is F is obviously not thereby to claim that it is nothing at all, since the former is perfectly compatible with the object being, say, G, or having any number of other properties.

Then, precisely in order to rule out such a predicative reading of the verb ‘to be’, David Furley, who was also at the seminar, jumped up and cast his vote for synonymy between and . 

After Sanders finished reading his paper, the seminar then, Nikitas continued, turned to a discussion of Parmenides’s arguments. At this point, the ancients who were more adept at philosophising on their feet, as it were, took over. As you can well imagine, most of this discussion took place in ancient Greek, which also placed the modern philosophers, who never use this language orally, at a distinct disadvantage. At any rate it was doubtful whether they could have contributed anything of worth to this part of the discussion, especially when Socrates finally broke in with his panegyric on the interplay of the opposites. But more about this later—Now where was I?

 The ancients, I replied excitedly, just after Sanders finished reading his paper…

Oh, Yes! Thank you Demetrius. Then Aristotle got up and underscored a common assumption of all those before him who wrote on the subject of natural science. 

Aristotle was there?! I exclaimed.

Certainly, he went on. That cloning facility in Cuba has been very busy ever since that Bond flick came out…what was it called now?… ‘Die Another Day’, I believe. Anyway, Aristotle pointed out how Parmenides’s denial of generation ex nihilo was consistent with currents in natural philosophy for a long time afterwards. He pointed out though whereas previous philosophers simply stated the case against generation ex nihilo, Parmenides expressed a justification for it relying, like Anaximander, on the Principle of Sufficient Reason. I think the way Aristotle put it, referring to lines 9-10, was…if there was a time t0 in the past at which nothing existed, no sufficient reason () could be given for the generation of  what-is at t2 as opposed to t1 or, for that matter, t3. But in the absence of such a reason, there could be no generation of what-is from nothing.

Sanders, then pointed out, in the best broken Greek that he could muster that generation ex nihilo did not preclude the possibility of generation from what-is-not in any form, such as a predicative reading of the verb ‘to be’. A proof that what is F cannot be generated ex nihilo would still leave open the possibility that it could be generated from what is not F but is, for example G. He suggested that Parmenides’s intention in lines 12-13 of fragment B8 was precisely to rule out this latter possibility. 

Then Jonathan Barnes broke in and added:  behind these lines, Sanders, I detect another principle ubiquitous in ancient Greek thought, the Synonymy Principle of causation (SPC for short), that is, ‘if x makes yF, then x itself must be, or have been, F. You could well imagine how this got Rene Descartes all excited enough to start quoting from his Meditations 3: Jam vero lumine naturali manifestum est tantumdem ad minimum esse debere in causa efficiente & totali, quantum in ejusdem causae effectu. Nam, quaeso, undenam posset assumere realitatem suam effectus, nisi a causa? Et quomodo illam ei causa dare posset, nisi etiam haberet?

Thank you, Rene, Aristotle replied, but I thought of it first:  That which causes anything to have some property, itself has that property to a greater degree. Posterior Analytics.
At this point Socrates had had enough. He broke in with a deep voice saying, does it really matter whether Parmenides said what-is or what-is-not besides it-self? Doesn’t it all come down to the same thing, since he denied generation and destruction period—regardless of where it issues from. You see, there is another way of reading the poem than the existential and predicative which are not really all that different. The existential posits the idea of ‘nothing at all’ (not A…Z;  or zero) and the predicative posits the concept of ‘other than F’ (or G) in its definition of what-is-not. Both of these though are concepts of the sort defined by Parmenides as Light or Night and in whom there is a way of opposing stress (6:8-10) because to neither of them belongs any share of the other (frag. 9). You may agree or disagree, citing all manner of clever arguments, about whether they are synonymous (or citing Parmenides, equal) or not;  but that is not the point. ‘Being’, unlike ‘nothing at all’ and ‘other than F’, is not a concept. 

What do you mean? Socrates, asked Simplicius.

Would you allow me to attempt to explain it via a metaphor? I know that metaphors, like symbols and dreams have fallen by the way side in this culture, but I know of no easier way to explain these things. 

Je vous en prie, Monsieur Socrate. Non!—Je vous implore plutot, allez-y!

Thank you, Rene. Imagine a man—it could be a philosopher, or anybody else—sitting in his living room watching what you call television. A black fly appears on his screen and, feeling distracted by this he gets up to swat it. But as it turns out, the fly was not on his television screen but in the display of the broadcast…so that it was an image. The mistake of assuming that the fly was externally real to the flow of images in the television set is analogous to the assumptions made by two-headed mortals (6:5) about things-that-seem (1:34) which are divisible into the opposites of Light and Night (9), not as just a name (8:43) but as established verities.
 In other words, the multifarious world that we take as real is but an appearance floating on Being. What-is-not refers not so much to not-P, as to a contextual break between the opposites that conceals their mutual relativity. If all opposites are mutually relative (just names) than any attempt to establish a science based on a clear cut distinction that separates them (into true facts) will be false.

I don’t follow you, Socrates, replied Sanders.

Let me put it another way. A bubble in the ocean cannot know itself…but were we to place a mirror next to it so as to endow it with reflective feedback (supposing this bubble had eyes) it would begin to accumulate knowledge of itself. At some point in evolution, when the accretions of knowledge solidify, our bubble will have become a fish which will have long forgotten the water.

So ‘Being’ is a medium as infinite and unknowable for us as the ocean is for a fish.

Quite so, Aristotle, said Socrates. Further, we can’t know the world of appearances either. 

The What-is? Added Aristotle.

Yes. Even the What-is is unknowable. We can establish a sort of pragmatic techne from our experience of What-is, but ultimately this is just a conventional veneer that does not impinge upon Being.

You seem to suggest that there exist three levels of reality, Socrates, objected Aristotle, whereas Parmenides advances only two.

(They hear the rustling of the bushes near the patio…)

Well with all due respect, Nikitas, you neglected to mention how I clearly showed in my paper that Parmenides would not have the goddess forbidding speech or thought about what-is-not as the origin of what-is if such a thing (what-is-not) could not be said or thought in the first place, Sanders broke in accompanied by some friends.

Oh, hello, Professor Sanders, what brings you to the East coast? Asked Nikitas.

A seminar on entomology. Have you seen Socrates around? The switch board has lit up back in Texas—journalists all over the country are phoning to get interviews. That ugly ol’ coot with no publications has again become a star.

You are kidding! I replied with astonishment.

No, I’m not kidding. That guy is going to make a laughing stock out of all of us professional philosophers the way he dismisses our research out of hand like he’s swatting a fly.

I’m sorry, I haven’t seen him, Professor Sanders, replied Nikitas. I did overhear though that he was planning to attend the Olympic games in Athens and check out his ol’ stomping ground. You might want to visit the agora next year, Dr. Sanders.

Ahhhh! Sanders throws up his arms and flies out with his entourage of R.J. Hankinson, A.P.D. Mourelatos and Ravi Sharma.


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� It is manifest by the natural light that there must be at least as much reality in the efficient and total cause as in the effect of that cause. For where, I ask, could the effect get its reality from, if not from its cause? And how could the cause give it to the effect unless it possessed it? At 7.40 John Cottingham trans. In Rene Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy; with selections from the Objections and Replies (Cambridge 1986),28.


� See relevant lines of poem in appendix





