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Abstract: This article explores the issues of phenomenon and genesis in Early Buddhist thought
through a comparative analysis with the Eleatic tradition, aiming to enrich the understanding and
dialogue between these philosophical and religious traditions. By examining the comparability of
Buddhist thought and Parmenidean philosophy, the study challenges the notion that these tradi-
tions are fundamentally alien to each other. The focus is on the concept of genesis, not as creation
from nothingness —rejected by both the Buddha and Parmenides—but as the manifestation of the
world to the human observer. The article argues that the world reveals itself in particular forms and
appearances, which are intimately linked to the phenomenon and its perception by humans. This
process is not solely a domain of rigid logical propositions but can be expressed through mytho-
logical and religious narratives. The study posits that the poetic expressiveness found in archaic
philosophies of both India and Greece provides a valid medium for engaging in philosophical dis-
course. By adopting this comparative and dialogical perspective, the article aims to generate new
philosophical insights and inspire future philosophical inquiry. The reflection on phenomenon and
genesis, framed through this comparative lens, highlights the nuanced ways in which different tradi-
tions address the nature of reality and human perception, ultimately advocating for a broader, more
inclusive understanding of philosophy that transcends conventional boundaries.

Keywords: Buddhist philosophy; comparative philosophy; Parmenides; early Buddhism; ontology;
phenomenology

1. Introduction

atha sadevake loke samarake sabrahmake sassamanabrahmaniya pajaya sadevamanussaya
appamano ularo obhdaso patubhavati atikkammeva devanam devanubhavam.

Then, in this world with its gods, Maras and Brahmas, this people with their as-
cetics and brahmins, gods and humans, a magnificent radiance beyond measure
appears, surpassing even the glory of the gods.

[DN 14]

This article aims to reflect on the problem of phenomenon and genesis in Early Bud-
dhist thought by adopting a comparative reading with the Eleatic tradition, with the con-
viction that comparative studies of philosophical and religious traditions (assuming the
boundary between these two is as clear-cut and well-defined as we typically believe) can
invigorate the debate and understanding of these traditions of thought. This approach
envisions them in a dialogical perspective, thereby also producing new inspirations for
future philosophy.

Specifically, in this work, I am interested in the problem of genesis not as a creatio ex ni-
hilo—a concept I believe is rejected by both the Buddha and Parmenides —but as something
that pertains to the appearance of the world to the human witness. The world reveals itself
in certain conformations and assumes certain appearances, thus posing a problem that is
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eminently linked to the phenomenon and its reception by the witness, the human who per-
ceives and processes the phenomenon in specific ways. These ways can also be described
with a mythological, ‘religious’ slant, which is disregarded by those who believe that phi-
losophy is solely a rigid presentation of logical propositions. However, it is my conviction
that even in poetic expressiveness—the favored medium of archaic philosophies in both
India and Greece—it is more than possible to engage in philosophy. Indeed, ancient phi-
losophy, East and West, primarily employs the poetic medium for an expressiveness that
would be difficult to achieve otherwise [1-6]. We will thus refer strictly to Early Buddhism,
and for practical reasons, to the Pali canon, which is sufficiently rich. There is no doubt
that the most ancient vehicle of expression for Buddhist literature was poetry [7-9]. On the
other hand, Parmenides “probably clothed his doctrine in verse-form, because this was the
natural vehicle for the expression of a divine revelation and because he believed it to be a
good medium of instruction for his pupils” [10] (p. 119).

Buddhism therein presents its own conception of genesis, perfectly embedded within
its phenomenological framework, as well as within the historical-cultural context in which
Buddhism operates, which cannot be ignored in the interpretation of this philosophy. Ev-
erything is functional to their ascetic aims, which pertain to both pragmatic goals such
as the ultimate liberation from the condition of suffering, and political ones, such as the
overcoming of an oppressive system of authority that was rejected by their conceptions.

As for Parmenides, his conception certainly reaches us in a more fragmented and
scattered manner, given that we only have fragments of his poem, and the Eleatic tradition
appears to be certainly close to Early Buddhism in philosophical aspects, but somewhat
less so in pragmatic ones. We will see that we cannot even be sure of this, and that perhaps
what Parmenides describes in his work, a veritable ‘mystical’ vision, resembles in several
aspects the outcomes of an ascetic practice, prompting us to ask whether his thought was
indeed the result of some form of discipline or exercise comparable to the meditation or
ascetic practices of the Indian milieu from which Buddhism flourished.

We will observe that even a significant concept such as “appearance’, ‘manifestation’,
and ‘phenomenon’, possesses a metaphorical and thus essentially poetic genesis, which
has determined its history in the evolution of philosophical reasoning. This is what oc-
curred, for example, with the metaphor of paivecOat (‘to appear’) in the Greek philo-
sophical tradition. However, this idea of paivecOxt, which puts light at the epicenter of
‘creation’ or as the ultimate nature of phenomena, can be found also in Buddhist thought.

This epithet is also applied to the Buddha. Specifically, it is used in the forms pa-
jjotakaro (“illuminator”, SN 8.8) and pabhankara (“emanator of light”, “beacon”, Snp 5.19).
This luminous metaphor appears on several occasions in the Pali canon, invariably in re-
lation to the figure of the Buddha or Buddhist doctrine: “Indeed, if there were no one to
dispel the corruptions, as the wind disperses the clouds, darkness would envelop the en-
tire world, and never again would humans shine brightly. The wise are the bearers of light.
Thus it is, O great hero, that I think of you” (no ce hi jatu puriso kilese, vato yatha abbhaghanam
vihane; tamovassa nivuto sabbaloko, na jotimantopi nara tapeyyum; dhira ca pajjotakard bhavanti,
tam tam aham vira tatheva marifie, Snp 2.12).

Consider another example. In Iti 104, there is a description of those who faithfully
follow the Buddhist teachings. These individuals are described as practitioners of contem-
uals, or those who associate with them, luminous metaphors abound: “such mendicants
are called ‘teachers’, ‘leaders of the caravan’, ‘abandoners of conflicts’, ‘dispellers of dark-
ness’, ‘bearers of light’, ‘luminaries’, ‘lamps’, ‘torch bearers’, ‘beacons’, ‘nobles’, and “clair-
voyants’... they illuminate the true teaching, O radiant bearers of light, wise bearers of
light, with clear vision, devoid of conflict” (evariipa ca te, bhikkhave, bhikkhii sattharotipi vuc-
canti, satthavahatipi vuccanti, ranafijahdtipi vuccanti, tamonudatipi vuccanti, alokakaratipi vuc-
canti, obhdsakaratipi vuccanti, pajjotakaratipi vuccanti, ukkadharatipi vuccanti, pabharkaratipi
vuccanti, ariyatipi vuccanti, cakkhumantotipi vuccanti’ti... te jotayanti saddhammam, bhasayanti
pabhankard; alokakarana dhira, cakkhumanto ranafijahd).
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Being the witness of the world is not a concept that is easily expressed. Ancient
thinkers who grasped its importance chose to articulate it through the metaphor of light,
as only that upon which light falls can ‘appear’” and thus be witnessed. The Greek paivw
has its roots in the Proto-Indo-European *b"eh,- (‘to shine’). From this primordial form,
which is evidently connected to the concept of ‘light’, a plethora of possible derivatives
have emerged. The Greek @dg, pdaog, firmly links the idea of pxivecBat to that of ‘light’,
as do the Sanskrit bhds (‘to shine’) and bhdsa (‘light’). Even where terms not directly de-
rived from this root are used, ancient thinkers often intended to convey messages related
to appearance understood as ‘that upon which light is cast’, and thus the concepts of in-
terest gravitate around this archetype: ‘light’, ‘dawn’, “glow’, ‘brightness’, ‘illumination’,
‘day’, and ‘sun’. Naturally, the metaphorical device most suited to describing all these no-
tions is that of fire. The sun is the fire that illuminates the world, casting it into light; fire
emits light and thus has the capacity to ‘unveil’, to ‘reveal’ what was previously in shadow.
Those who control fire possess a powerful means, capable of reproducing the effects of the
sun even in its absence.

Therefore, a whole array of deities associated with light and the gift of light to human-
ity are revered as part of a specific category, that of the ‘light-bringers’. At this point, the
Latin adjective licifer ('light-bringer’), connected to the term liix, licis (‘light’), which also
holds cardinal importance in the history of thought, must come to mind. Its reconstructed
root is *leuk-, as seen in the Greek Acvkd¢ (‘white’) and the Sanskrit récate (‘to shine’), as
well as another crucial term: lokd. Although derived from the root of ‘light’, this term pri-
marily signifies ‘open space’. The reason is quite simple: it is possible that lokd indicated
the primordial idea of ‘openness’, a space upon which light is cast, revealed to appear-
ance, but especially that by virtue of being revealed and made known, it is ‘conquerable’
by human will. Various pieces of evidence, particularly preserved in the mythological and
ritual memory of Vedic texts, seem to confirm this interpretation. Notably, the association
between the lighting of a flame to consecrate the conquest of a particular ‘space” or “world’
is the most significant evidence supporting this. Indeed, lokd also means ‘world’. In par-
ticular, in Buddhism, it is used primarily with this other connotation. In Buddhist texts,
we also observe the alternation of loka (world) and aloka (light), which is a fact not to be
underestimated [11-15].

Returning to the term liicifer, it appears as a direct calque of the Greek pwo@dpog,
a term specifically associated with a series of deities revered for their luminous quality.
However, the variant 36omopog should interest us. This occurrence (féomopog is in all
likelihood a Thracian corruption of the pronunciation e wo@dpog) [16] (p. 959), is applied
to the Titan Prometheus.

£otat 6¢ OvnToig elooet AOyog Héyog

NG ong Topelag, Boomopog & émwvupog

KEKAT|OETXL.

And ever after among mankind there shall be great mention of your passing,

and it shall be called after you the Light Bringer.
[Aeschylus, I1poun0Oevg Aeouartng, vv. 732-4]

The sheer number of light metaphors in the Pali texts is astonishing, clustering nu-
merous expressions related to light, luminosity, brilliance, or radiance, which we find re-
peatedly in the canon. Almost all are official epithets of the Buddha, such as tamonuda
(“dispeller of darkness”), obhasaka (“the radiant one”, related to obhdsa, “shining”), the
aforementioned pabharikara (“emanator of light”, a term also used to denote the sun), and
pajjotakara (literally “beacon”). Other truly fascinating terms include alokakarana (“light-
giver”) and ukkadhara (literally “torch-bearer”). This last poetic metaphor inevitably re-
calls Prometheus, the symbol of the light-bearer (Béommopog), who in Hesiod’s Theogony
and Aeschylus’s works is characterized by his favorable disposition towards humanity, to
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whom he grants light, represented by the fire he steals from Zeus. We will return to this
myth and its possible connections and parallels with parts of Indian literature later.

For now, let us remain within Buddhism, as it is necessary to introduce more solar or
luminous epithets attributed to the Buddha to appreciate the importance and scope of this
symbol. In Snp 5.18, the Buddha is called “kinsman of the sun” (buddhenadiccabandhuna).
His family, the Sakiya clan, is indeed described as being of solar descent (adicca nama gottena
sakiyd nama jatiyd), and this is reflected in various hymns directed to the Buddha, such as
Snp 3.1 and 3.7, where we find the phrase adiccova virocasi (“you shine like the sun”).

There are also numerous references to experiences of immersion in light or luminous
radiance, which are connected to contemplative practice or the figure of the Buddhas. This
formula is expressed as dloko udapadi (“arising of light”) and appears in numerous sut-
tas, such as SN 56.11 in relation to contemplative practice (pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu
cakkhum udapadi, fianam udapadi, paiifia udapadi, vijja udapadi, aloko udapadi) but also in re-
lation to the advent of the Buddha, described as “an immeasurable and magnificent light
appeared in the world, surpassing the glory of the gods” (appamano ca uldro obhaso loke pa-
turahosi atikkamma devanam devanubhavanti). Similarly, in meditation contexts, we find the
same statement of SN 56.11 in similar or analogous formulations (... fianam udapadi, pafiiia
udapadi, vijja udapadi, aloko udapadi or tathagatanam pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu cakkhum
udapadi, fianam udapadi, pafiiia udapadi, vijja udapadi, dloko udapadi) in SN 12.4, 12.10,
12.65, 36.25, 47.31, 51.9, and 56.12 and in more complete forms in DN 14, where we find
further details:

atha sadevake loke samarake sabrahmake sassamanabrahmaniya pajaya sadevamanussaya
appamano ularo obhaso patubhavati atikkammeva devanam devanubhavam.

yapi ta lokantarika agha asamoutd andhakara andhakaratimisa, yatthapime candimastiriya
evammahiddhika evammahanubhava abhaya nanubhonti, tatthapi appamano uldro ob-
haso patubhavati atikkammeva devanam devanubhavam.

yepi tattha sattd upapanna, tepi tenobhdsena afifiamafifiam safijananti

And then, in this space (or world, loka) with its gods, its lords of Death, and
its Brahmas, this population, with its ascetics and brahmins, gods and humans,
behold, an immeasurable magnificent light appears, surpassing the glory of the
gods. Even in the inter-worldly space, unenclosed, void, dark, so utterly dark
that even the light of the sun and moon, so powerful, so mighty, cannot hope to
reach, behold, an immeasurable magnificent light appears, surpassing the glory
of the gods.

And the sentient beings born there recognize each other by virtue of that light.
Another passage:

seyyathapi, bhante, nikkujjitam va ukkujjeyya, paticchannam va vivareyya, miilhassa va
maggam dcikkheyya, andhakare va telapajjotam dhareyya: ‘cakkhumanto riipani
dakkhanti’ti; evamevam bhagavata anekapariyayena dhammo pakasito.

Just as if one were straightening what is crooked, or revealing what is hidden,
or pointing out the way to one who is lost, or lighting a lamp in the darkness
so that those with clear vision can see what is there, the Buddha has made the
teaching clear in many ways.

Other occurrences of light emersion (aloko udapadi) are found in DN 21, SN 12.4, 12.10,
12.65, 36.5, 47.31, 51.9, 56.11, and 56.12, undoubtedly linked to the attainment of true
knowledge or the Buddhist teaching (pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu cakkhum udapadi, idnam
udapadi, paniid udapadi, vijja udapadi, aloko udapadsi).

2. On Buddhist Ontology

The topic of terminology consistently incites debates and discussions. When address-
ing ‘ontology’, the initial objection invariably questions whether Buddhists are concerned
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with the concept of being at all, at least in the manner understood by the Greeks or by
Parmenides. However, a close examination of their discourses suggests a significant likeli-
hood that early Buddhism was deeply engaged with the nature of phenomena and the ulti-
mate essence of things. Moreover, when liberated from the archaic and incorrect nihilistic
interpretation, the concept of emptiness, or more precisely non-self (anatta in its most ar-
chaic articulation), can be more accurately understood as referring to the conventional and
thus non-self-sufficient nature of nominal identities [17] (p. 517). The Buddhist portrayal
is not of a world inherently ephemeral, but rather ephemeral due to the nominalism that
underpins it. Beneath these mechanisms, which segment and organize the ‘world” based
onnames and forms, lies being in its most immediate form. The text of paramount interest
in this context is DN 27 (Aggaffasutta, where aggafifia signifies “that which came first”).

The distinctiveness of this text lies in presenting a ‘genesis’ of the world fundamen-
tally opposed to the Vedic narrative, wherein the underlying rationale is a progressive
decline of the true essence of sentient beings, precipitated by a process of reality segmen-
tation: the division of the world into ‘things’, people into genders, and groups into social
categories. In Vedic cosmology, which this text evidently opposes, everything is organized
to justify social hierarchies. This discourse does not address castes, which emerged much
later in Indian history [18], but pertains to the ‘nature in itself’ of certain social groups, such
as the seers, who are ontologically superior to common humans, and warriors, who hold a
prestigious position in society by virtue of their world-founding capabilities [19] (p. 169).

Far from being an exclusively political discourse, DN 27 also presents remarkable
ontological considerations, upon which we must focus here. The Buddha, in this regard,
embodies the principles he seeks to teach; these principles manifest in his body (dham-
makayo) just as he embodies the nature of Brahma (brahmakayo), and the same applies to
their essences (dhammabhiito, brahmabhiito).

There are two main phases in the creation of the world: an expansive and an implosive
phase. During the expansion, beings progressively decline from their divine condition,
which can be regained through ascetic practice. In the ideal state, sentient beings “are
mostly headed for the realm of streaming radiance” (yebhuyyena sattd abhassarasamoattanika
honti). The luminous metaphor is a crucial element to consider for the subsequent anal-
ysis of the ascetic nature of Buddhism and Parmenidism, and it is found in many other
religious and philosophical currents [10,20]. Primordial beings possessed non-physical
bodies, composed of mind, sustained by ecstasy, and, most importantly, emitting their
own light (manomaya pitibhakkha sayampabha).

The most significant ontological element emerges with the description of the beings’
progressive decay, caused by factors making them more ‘mundane’, which we could iden-
tify as the gradual acquisition of impermanent identities and internal divisions. The pri-
mordial form of the world was indeed undifferentiated, akin to the dark and deep waters of
the abyss (tena samayena hoti andhakiro andhakaratimisa). Water, in numerous philosophies,
serves as a favored metaphor due to its indeterminate nature, and as we know, even in
Thales, the mythical first Greek philosopher, water represents the apxr precisely because
of this property: “the identity and unity of the totality of the manifold” [21] (p. 142).

This amorphous world was devoid of sun and moon, stars and constellations, days
and nights, months, years, seasons, and genders. All these elements constitute the basis
of the dualism to which Buddhism is fundamentally opposed. Surprisingly, in an ostensi-
bly mythological text, we find an ontological explanation for their rationale: the temporal
division (sun and moon, the succession of days and nights, and their organization into
months and years) is one of these divisive acts, which they seem to deny as mere illusions,
and the same applies to gender division: “neither males nor females were conceivable” (na
itthipuma pafifiayanti).

Particularly interesting is that in this verse, the Buddha emphasizes the issue of con-
ceivability (pafifiayanti). This term refers to “evidence” from which a form of knowledge
is constructed (pa + \/7id + ya). Thus, we can speak here of something akin to @xiveofaL.
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The Buddha tells us that things like males and females did not appear, or “it is evident that
there were no males and females”.

Without conformation (a ‘coming into shape together’, from conformatio, forma, not
having a poper| and thus, in Buddhist terms, a riipa, an element at the head of the five
aggregates), what can be said about the primordial world? The text states: “beings were
known simply as ‘beings” (saftd sattatveva sarikhyam gacchanti). This is likely the most sig-
nificant phrase we can find in the entire Pali canon.

The etymological analysis is unequivocal: the Buddha speaks of sattd, beings in the
most literal sense of the term: the Vedic saftva, a term constructed by adding the suffix
to form abstract nouns (-fva) to the root of the verb to be (y/as-, with sat as its present
participle), a verb that is factually and etymologically the same as the Greek @&v through the
common Proto-Indo-European root *h;sénts. Thus, the Buddha’s discourse is ontological,
if only for terminological reasons. If he intended to assert that beings ultimately do not
exist, he would never have stated that they stand at the primordial origin of the universe.
Instead, he asserts a nominalistic problem: they were known simply as ‘beings’ (sattatveva
sankhyam gacchanti). This is the crux of the entire discourse, even in view of a comparison
with the Eleatic school.

In this article, I generally treat the terms “being” and “existent” or “existing” as syn-
onyms, in order to avoid creating a conceptual division. Anything that ‘is” and therefore
“exists” can be defined as a being, that is, an existent, or “that which is”. My aim is to avoid
establishing an ontological hierarchy & la Heidegger, wherein a fluctuation between Sein
and das Seiende is produced. The distinction proposed by Buddhism is not substantial but
conceptual, and by emphasizing the conceptual, the deceptive nature of this distinction
is highlighted. In our perception, “things” appear distinct from one another, yet, in this
hypothetical myth of origin, before such conceptual distinction operated, beings “were
simply known as ‘beings™ (sattatveva sankhyam gacchanti). Therefore, what occurs with the
introduction of distinction is nominal in nature. Initially, beings “were simply known as...”
(sankhyam gacchanti), while later they will be known (named) differently: the intervention
of the nama/riipa dichotomy does not thus create an ontological change but is a shift in our
perception. Names, analysis, and the decomposition of phenomena into processes inter-
vene. However, this isolation of ‘things’ into distinct identities gives us the impression
that they are autonomous and self-sufficient. Later, with the intervention of the Abhid-
hamma, the concept of self-nature, or being in-itself (sabhiva), will be discussed. Yet, even
here, while Buddhism will insist that things are not self-existent, and that they are empty
of autonomous existence, this does not imply that they do not exist or are nothing. On
the contrary, it merely signifies the impossibility of considering them as autonomous and
self-sufficient. The Patisambhidamagga will assert the emptiness (sabhavena sufifiam) of the
five aggregates (cf. Sunfiakatha). Nevertheless, these elements that enable the perception
of our identity must exist, or we would not perceive our, albeit illusory, identity. Being
empty, illusory, and deceptive does not mean non-being. It only indicates that this exis-
tence is not autonomous, pointing to an indivisible unity of being, in contrast to our lim-
iting perception, which tends to dissect, decompose, and perceive it as possessing ‘parts’
(nama-riipas). The goal of Buddhist philosophical effort is a striving to transcend these
perceptual limits through contemplative practice, reaching the final gnosis (pafifia) of the
thing-as-it-is (yathabhiitam).

We must also compare the nature of the two philosophies. Both ancient Buddhism
and Parmenides predominantly express themselves in verse, and poetry has both a tech-
nical practicality in the ancient world, associated with the transmissibility guaranteed by
mnemonic techniques, and an expressive potential: it is indeed an expressive choice. In
Parmenides, Verdenius attributes this choice to the initiatory nature of his teaching. Par-
menides” work is undoubtedly a “vision” to the extent that one must refer to the journey
into the realm of Light as a “genuine religious experience” [10] (p. 120). The ‘religios-
ity” in question does not diminish the importance of the philosophical message; on the
contrary, it allows us to frame it even more clearly. What in Parmenides is configured
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as a mystical-initiatory journey is, for the Buddha, an ascetic path. Beyond this superfi-
cially pragmatic difference, the two thinkers adopt surprisingly similar expressive modes,
metaphors, and teachings.

3. Ways, Paths, and Light

Indeed, if it is true that the Buddhists employ the metaphor of light to convey the
power of their teachings, it is also true that the metaphorical device of light was used even
further back in the history of thought by institutions largely opposed by the Buddhists.
These institutions had their roots firmly planted in the fertile soil of Indian thought when
they entered into dialectical conflict with the Buddhists. Therefore, what had been said
and thought until then cannot be ignored in our philosophical investigation. The Bud-
dha’s alignment with the lineage of sages who bear light and radiate luminosity (bhasayanti
pabharikard alokakarana dhird) is neither a foregone conclusion nor a matter deserving of little
attention. If it is true that ultimate enlightenment, i.e., the comprehension of that totality as
an indivisible whole, is also a ‘phenomenological” fact involving light, the aloko udapadi, it
is equally true that even in the perception of partiality, the luminous reveals itself (p xivw),
making things ‘evident’ (paxiveTat).

Let us now attempt to analyze the principal philosophical issues of the two systems
of thought. As mentioned, these issues are articulated not necessarily through rigid logic
(with one exception, which we will examine), but preferably through poetic metaphors.
Boodin is confident that Parmenides employs a poetic language, even though it expresses
rationalized philosophical aspects and is presented in a rigorous manner, at least concern-
ing the reason of being and that which is [22]. The concept of “poet” should not be misun-
derstood here; I refer primarily to the poetic language and its polysemy when using this
term, not to the profession of a poet. Parmenides offers us an authentic ‘vision’ through
these metaphors, structuring it in the manner that is well-known to us: two paths, the path
of light, which he “saw” at the moment of his realization, and the dark path. More precisely,
this refers to the antinomy between fire and night, and the path of day and the path of night
(8vBox mOAXL VUKTOG Te Kl TIHXTOG L0l KeEAeVBwWY, fr. 1.11). Before these two paths, Par-
menides learns: one is the path of truth, the other is impassable. It is evident that this is
somehow connected to a mystical experience: “though the quest for Truth begins with a
mere preponderance of light, it can only be completed in a state of mind which is free from
any darkness whatever” [23] (p. 73).

Another fundamental aspect of Parmenides’ vision is that the path of light or truth
appears to bifurcate into two branches or aspects. This is perfectly expressed by Corn-
ford [24], and itis a point to which we shall return. This dual path is revealed to Parmenides
in a divine revelation, but in AN 10.146 we find the Buddha teaching his disciples using
analogous metaphors, namely those of the path of light and darkness (kanhamaggarica vo...
dhammam desessami sukkamaggarica...):

“I will teach you the Dhamma of the dark path and the bright path. [...]

Wrong view, wrong thought, wrong speech, wrong action, wrong livelihood,
wrong effort, wrong mindfulness, wrong immersion, wrong knowledge, and
wrong liberation. This is what is called the dark path”.

Conversely, what ranges from right view to right wisdom and liberation falls under
the bright path. This philosophical articulation may seem very different from that of Par-
menides, but we cannot help but notice the similarities:

1.  Both propose two paths or ways; in both cases, one path is bright while the other
is dark.

2. For the Buddhists, the path of light is connected to the correct practices for pursuing
an ascetic life; for Parmenides, the path of day indicates Truth.

3.  However, the connection lies in how both thinkers understand the path of light and
how it is indeed tied to the Truth.
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For Buddhists, there is no such thing as an impassable path. Itis in the nature of things
that anything possible can be done; otherwise, it is unfeasible (atthanato): that is what a
Realized one knows for sure (tathagato thanafica thanato atthanafica atthanato yathabhiitam
pajanati, AN 10.21). The crux of their issue lies in how humans live: by following the dark
path, they do not achieve liberation from conditions that lead them to live in suffering. On
the other hand, the bright path is not only that of ascetic life but also of correct vision (ditthi).
There is, in fact, the established notion that one can live comfortably even in falsehood
(miccha), believing in hearsay and misinterpreting the truth (sacca), as this path does not
entail impassability but simply a miserable life. Pursuing factual truth, the “that-which-is”
(yathabhiita), Buddhism asserts that liberation from suffering is also possible. For instance,
it is part of the absolute that-which-is, known by the realized one (yathabhiitam pajanati),
that the impossible is unfeasible (atthanafica atthanato).

Since the term miccha (and the compound micchaditthi) is indeed linked to opinions,
hearsay, incomplete beliefs, acts of uncritical devotional faith, or commonplaces, an easy
parallel can be drawn with 86&x, which, however, does not inhabit the path of darkness
but seems to be that branch of the path of light of which Cornford spoke [24].

4. Names, Forms, and Opinions

The philosophies of Parmenides and the Buddha are fundamentally simple, both of
which can be referenced to a logical structure that essentially describes the aporia of nam-
ing. Parmenides’ philosophy can be divided into two parts: the fundamental assertion
expressed in fragments 2.3 and 2.5, stating: “what is, cannot not be” (1] pev 6nwg €oTiv
Te Kol g ovk €0t pr) eivoer) and “what is not, necessarily cannot be” (1] 8" cwg ovk €oTLv
Te Kol wg Xpewv €ott un elvat). These statements are part of the revelation the God-
dess imparts to Parmenides regarding two paths. The path of what is not “I tell thee, is
a completely unreliable path, for what is not, cannot be known, nor can it be expressed”
(Tryv 81 ToL PPAlw TTXVaTTEVOEX ERpEY ATAPTOV: OVTE YAP AV YVOMG TO Ye U] E0V-00
Yop dvvotdv-oUTe @pdoatg). Here, the nominalistic intent and the strong logical asser-
tion become clear. Beyond the name, the concept “nothing”, what this word intends to
predicate —nonexistence —is in fact impossible [25] (p. 107). The path is unpassable be-
cause the possibility of nothingness is itself impossible: what is not, if it is not, would not
even be pronounceable. Parmenides speaks of Necessity in the sense of a logical impera-
tive, much like in Buddhism, where avijjd leads the masses to believe true what is miccha,
the same occurs in the logical fallacy of naming.

It becomes evident, in relation to the first part of our analysis, that it is not being
asserted here that the name itself, merely because it is conventional (and “empty”, as Bud-
dhists would say), does not exist. It describes an arbitrary attribution of identity that mor-
tals confuse with the true identity of being, which would include its entirety, whereas the
name is merely a partiality, and an arbitrary one at that. Therefore, it exists inevitably but
is an artifact, leading to the consideration on thought: “it is necessary that what is thought
and spoken is, for it is possible for it to be, as it is impossible for nothing to be” (xp1) T0
AEYELY T VOELY T €0V EppEVaL: EOTLYAP TVl UNdEV & oUK E0TLV- T 0 éyw paleodot
AVWYX. TPWTNG YAP 0 A’ 0600 TG S1{rolog <elpyw>, avTAP EMELT” ATIO TG, TV O1)
BpoTol elddTEG OVSEY, fr. 6). In the following sections (6.5-9), Parmenides focuses on the
blindness and deafness of those who believe in this fallacy, confusing what is with what
is not. This forms the second part of our analysis, concerning the nature of names: “for
it will never be proven that things that are not are, and thou restrain thy thought from
this very way of inquiry” (o0 yap purjmote toUTO dorpt) elvat pr| €6vra: dAAa ov ThHod’
a@’ 6600 dilnolog eipye vonue, fr. 7.1-2). Finally, regarding what-is, Parmenides states:
“nor is it divisible, for it is homogenous, and there is no more of it in one place than in an-
other” (o00¢ dLxLpeTdV E0TLY, €Tel TAY E0TLY OHOLOV- OVOE TL T) HAAAOY, T KeV eipyol
uy ovvéxeoBat, 8.22-3) because “all is contiguous”, being is continuous, what-is is not
separated from nothing but is in contact with what-is (T &uvexég mav éotiv- €0V Yap
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edvtLmeAalet, 8.25). The Being is a Whole which is manifest in manifold parts [26]. Those
parts are precisely what constitutes the main problem of philosophy.

Aristotle criticizes the Eleatic philosophy (Pvoixng dxpdncig, 1), particularly target-
ing Melissus and Parmenides, whom he judges as “moving from false premises” (koiydp
Pefdn AappPavovot ki dovAdylotol eiotv), and Melissus, in particular, for describing
his thought in a coarse manner (@optikdg) [27-29]. Nonetheless, as Woodbury notes,
the challenge of comprehending Parmenides’ philosophy primarily lies in his conception
of names. This aspect demonstrates a surprising convergence with Buddhist thought,
wherein the phenomena of the world appear segmented and differentiated by conscious-
ness into various forms, to which arbitrary names and impermanent identities are assigned,
serving as descriptors of the world. This conception is so significant that it is also found
in Brehadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.7, which states that “in the beginning, indeed, the world
was undivided. It was divided by name and form, so it is said: this thing has this name and
this form” (tad dhedham tarhy avyakrtam dsit; tan namariipabhyam eva vyakriyatasaunamayam
idamriipa iti; tad idam apy etarhi namariipabhyam eva vyakriyate saunamayam idamriipa iti). This
verse perfectly underscores the Buddhist notion of the name/form dichotomy (nama/riipa).
Specifically regarding the concept of the name, Bronkhorst observes that we must acknowl-
edge the function of this dichotomy as “the original division of the world into objects and
their names” [30] (p. 19).

Returning to Parmenides, the issue of names (0vépota) must be understood simi-
larly. Names are not ‘real’ in the sense of describing entities that are genuinely autonomous
and independent; rather, they are arbitrary divisions of being created by humans.
These divisions are not even factual, since it is impossible to divide what-is, thereby
making it become other than what-is. In this context, the fundamental unity of being is
consistently reaffirmed.

aOTAP EMELON TAVTX @AOG Kol VOE OVOLXOTAL

KL TX KT OQETEPXG DUVALELG ETTL TOLOL TE KXL TOLG,
TIXV TAEOV €07TLY OOV OAEOG KL VUKTOG APAVTOU
lowv ALQoTEPWYV, EMel OVOETEPW HETX UNdEV.

Now that everything has been named as light and night, and the things belonging
to the power of each have been assigned to these things and to those, all things
is full at once of light and obscure night; both equal, since neither has aught to
do with the other.

[fr. 9]

Names (0vopotx) should be viewed as internal epiphenomenal configurations per-
taining to the sphere of 56&x, which encompasses imprecise, partial, ephemeral, incom-
plete, and reductive opinions about being. In fragment 16, we read that “thus, according
to human opinion, things come into being and thus are in the present, and over time they
believe that these things will grow until they perish; to each of these things, humans have
assigned a name” (0UTw ToL kTt dOEY EPU TAdE KAl VUV EXOL Kotl LETETTELT ATTO TODOE
TEAEVTHOOVOL TP PEVT- TOLG O Ovop’ avOpwmol katédevT’ €mionpov ékaotw). Here,
Parmenides criticizes the arbitrariness of names and their ephemeral nature, indicating
that such designations correspond to a similarly distorted or partial conception of Being.
This conception posits that individual things, mechanistically understood as autonomous
and separable parts, can exist or not exist depending on the moment. This, according to
Severino [21], p. 139, forms the basis of Aristotle’s misunderstanding of Parmenides (to
OV elvat €& avaykng 6te €0y, i.e., the Being is only when it is, and it is not when it is not).
This fragment is thus commented upon by Woodbury:

The names that mortal men institute, although false and deceptive, are not mere

fancies or illusions of the mind. They are accounts of the one real world, to the
existence of which men’s beliefs are at times committed. But men’s convictions
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are not steadfast, because they have accepted the authority of appearance (66&,0)
and are held fast in the contradictions of the dualism to which this testifies.

[31] (p. 149)

Parmenides’ conception of Being is renowned for its unity and immutability. Accord-
ing to him, Being is absolute, homogenous, and indivisible. It is impossible to encounter
‘more being’ or ‘less being’ in one place compared to another, as if Being were ‘contained’
or manifesting uniformly across all things. Although different entities, such as a stone and
a tree, appear distinct, these differences are merely superficial manifestations of a single,
unified Being. Parmenides asserts that there cannot be locations where Being is present to
a greater or lesser extent. Consequently, his philosophy implies that Being is the founda-
tional reality underlying everything, and every distinct entity, despite its apparent diver-
sity, embodies or implies the entirety of Being.

XVTAP ETTEL TIELPXG TTOULATOV, TETEAEOCUEVOV E07TL

TAVTOOEV, EDKUKAOU 0@ aipng éVaALyklov OYKw,

neoodOev LoOmoAEG TAVTI)- TO YAP OUTE TL ellov

oUTE TL BolOTEPOV TIEAEVAL XPEDY EOTL TN 1) TN).

oUTE YXP OUK €0V €07TL, TO KEV TTRXVOL LV IKVELTO KL

elg OudV, oUT €0V E0TLV OTTWG €l KEV €OVTOG

TN LAAAOYV TM) &' OO0V, EMEL TIAV €0TLY AOVAOV:

ol yap avtobev 100V, OUQG €V melpaoL KOPEL.

Wherever its farthest boundary lies, Being is complete in every direction,
Equally balanced from the center in all directions,

Resembling the mass of a rounded sphere; for it cannot be greater
Nor smaller in one place than in another. For there is nothing
That is not, which could prevent it from extending equally,

nor is it possible for there to be more of it here and less there, since it is entirely
inviolable.

Because it is equal in all directions, it is also equally confined within its limits.
[fr. 8.42-9]

Regarding a potential analogous Buddhist perspective, it should be noted that a point
of convergence between the two schools of thought could undoubtedly be monism. How-
ever, these two forms of monism originate from fundamentally different aspects. Bud-
dhism is unquestionably a philosophy that pursues non-dualism (advaita), thereby strongly
believing that reality is ultimately singular and indivisible in its nature. This is evident
from the Pali suttas, which leave no room for doubt concerning the radical monism inher-
ent in their vision. Parmenidean thought has been interpreted as “strictly a non dualism,
or anti-dualism” by several commentators sometimes also engaging in a comparative dia-
logue with Indian philosophies [32-34].

Brown proposes an intriguing analysis of the Buddhist conception of reality that in-
volves “holographic representation and fractal self-similarity”, where “each point-instant
is a microcosm of a phase in becoming, and each phase in becoming is a microcosm of the
mental state” [35] (p. 273).

Nevertheless, this must be contextualized with practice, which is indispensable in
Buddhism. It is only through contemplative practice that this monism becomes apparent;
prior to reaching this stage of understanding, things deceptively appear to us as ‘dualized’
or ‘dichotomized’. For example, in Snp 4.12, regarding those who persist in perceptual
delusions, we read:
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na heva saccani bahiini nana,

anfiatra safnfiaya niccani loke;

takkafica ditthisu pakappayitva,

saccam musati dvayadhammamahu.

No, there are not multiple different truths

which, beyond perception, persist in the world.

However, having established a reasoning based on multiple truths
they assert that there is a dual outcome: true and false.

The underlying view is that this ‘dualistic’ reasoning (dvayadhammamahu) is founded,
as the name itself suggests, on a ‘divisive’ act of organizing reality, which, once subjected
to this vision, perceives things as dichotomized, of dual nature (dvayanissito khvayam). This
genesis is described, for instance, in SN 12.25 where we read:

dvayanissito khvayam, kaccana, loko yebhuyyena—atthitasiceva natthitafica.

lokasamudayam kho, kaccana, yathabhiitam sammappaiifidya passato ya loke natthita sa
na hoti.

lokanirodham kho, kaccana, yathabhiitam sammappafiidya passato ya loke atthitd sa
na hoti.

O Kaccana, this world largely depends on the dualistic conceptions of existence
and non-existence.

However, when you truly comprehend the truth regarding the origin of the world,
OKaccana, you will be free from the conception of the non-existence of the world.

And when, O Kaccana, you correctly understand the truth about the cessation of
the world, you will be free from the conception of the existence of the world.

Here again, the Buddha emphasizes the strictly eidetic nature of the notions of exis-
tence and non-existence: these are not realities but conceptions, and importantly, such con-
ceptions are conceivable, even in their aporia (as in the case of the notion of non-existence)
only within the context of the ‘world’. However, the world (loka) is not understood by
Buddhists as the absolute truth, the reality in its pure being-such (yathabhiitam), but rather
as a mental construct, a reduction of this truth that is substantiated precisely on divisive
and dualistic notions (dvayanissito khvayam). From such dualisms, the world delineates its
boundaries and orders its ‘things’, but because these are regulated by conventions, though
founded on truth, they do not appear incontrovertibly true. Here too, the Buddha seems to
transcend the notions of ‘true” and ‘false’ for the same dualistic reasons, yet simultaneously
promotes the contemplative pursuit of an absolute ‘suchness’ (yathabhiitam). This concept
is made clearer in SN 22.90, where the problem of the origin and cessation of the world
is explained to Channa (a variant of the name Kaccana, indicating that this sutta is likely
an extension or rewrite of SN 12.25) precisely starting from those cognitive mechanisms
which, if nourished, sustain the world; if brought to cessation, they liberate the one who
is usually unconsciously guided by such cognitive habituations. These mechanisms are
form, sensation, perception, mental constructs, and consciousness, all labeled as imperma-
nent factors (riipam, vedand, safifid, sankhara, vififianam... kho, avuso channa, aniccam). Aslong
as the impermanence of these factors is ignored, the one guided by them will not be the
master of their own vision of reality. For this reason, Buddhism fundamentally relies on
ascetic and contemplative practice, as it is not merely philosophical reasoning that can lib-
erate from these mechanisms, but rather constant practice and ascetic discipline that, after
understanding the problem, work to dismantle it.

Having thus understood the dualistic foundation of the world’s problem in Buddhism,
their conception of genesis becomes clearer. For instance, given that name and form, the
signifier and the signified, are the condition for consciousness (namariipapaccaya vififianam,
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vififianapaccayd namariipam, DN 15), the assertion of the pursuit of “unity’ (ekattam) through
the ascetic life appears more sensible:

evameva kho, ananda, bhikkhu amanasikaritva gamasafifiam, amanasikaritod manussas-
afifiam, arafifiasafifiam paticca manasi karoti ekattam.

Thus, a mendicant, ignoring the perceptions pertaining to the village and the
perceptions of people, focuses on the perception of unity that dwells in the per-
ception of the forest.

Note that in this discourse (MN 121), as in many others, the conflict between urban life
and ascetic life is re-proposed through the village/forest dichotomy (gama/arariia) [15,36].
The latter is fundamental as it is symbolically, but also concretely, the place where the
ascetic withdraws to practice their exercise, while the city is seen as the place where the
mundane and divisive order of conscious will is cast, and is rather the place where the
normative orders, the ‘signs’ (nimitta) that govern the conscious system are reiterated by
the society that, in fact, founded on that order, can only continue to impart it. This nat-
urally implies the same caste division that in DN 27 and other discourses is rejected as
false. Both the conceptual divisions of the ‘things’ of the world and the anthropological
ones, such as those pertaining to social classes, are rejected. After various contemplative
exercises, MN 121 culminates with the request to meditate on the dimension following that
of unity attained in dwelling in neither-perception-nor-non-perception, that is, the unity
achieved in dwelling in the dimension ‘free of signs’ (animittam cetosamadhim paticca manasi
karoti ekattam).

However, this discourse is not a defense of unity understood as the equality of all
things. Diversity appears in the world, but it must be recognized as a manifestative mode,
not a totality. There is thus a dual interpretative track: in its totality, truth is one, but in
immersion in the phenomenology of things, it appears as diversity. Therefore, discourses
like the one on the root of all things (MN 1) invite meditation on both ‘unity as unity’
(ekattam ekattato safijanati) and ‘diversity as diversity’ (nanattam nanattato saiijanati). Ulti-
mately, this incontrovertible truth must be implicit in everything; otherwise, it would not
be reachable simply through contemplative practice. Anything, potentially, implies the ab-
solute, once it is understood that the conception of an insurmountable separation between
the witness and the witnessed, and the perceiver and the perceived, is the real problem to
be transcended.

Therefore, what creates difference, at least to our perceptions, is the ‘world’ that frames
a part of this being, namely the section we call “‘world” and whose phenomena we expe-
rience. For Severino, these are ‘circles of appearing’ through which phenomenal chains
enter and exit. We perceive them as long as they are within our ‘circle’, but the way we
perceive them is also arbitrary because it is partial. Parmenides says about single ‘things’,
the phenomena that progressively unveil and appear to us: “whatever of these things that
are, they are merely the names that mortals have given them, believing those [names] are
the true things”, including “what becomes in being and then disappears, being and not
being that change places and alter light and color” (t¢ mévt évop’ €otat, 6oox BpoTtol
KxTéOeVTO TIETOLOOTEG vl AANOT), YiyveoDai Te kKl OAALOBxL, elval Te kKl oUXL, Kl
TOTIOV AAAKOTOELY SLd Te XpOow @avov apeiferv, fr. 8.38-41).

From the suttas of the Pali canon, it is evident that the cognitive act in Buddhist phi-
losophy is attributable to an essential associative factor: that between a particular reified
cognitive form (riipa), constituting the function of the Saussurean signified, and a nominal
identity (nama), i.e., the Saussurean signifier. The bifacial entity that associates nominal
identity with cognitive form in a single idea is namaripa, the linguistic sign. Buddhism
conceives liberation as independence from the linguistic sign. In the sutta on right view
(MN 9) we read:

yato kho, dvuso, ariyasdvako namariipafica pajanati, namariipa-samudayafica pajanati,
namariipanirodhafica pajanati, namartipanirodhagaminim patipadafica pajanati —
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katamam pandavuso, namaripam, katamo namariipasamudayo, katamo namartipanirodho,
katama namaripanirodhagamini patipada?

vedana, safifid, cetand, phasso, manasikaro—

idam vuccatavuso, namam;

cattari ca mahabhiitani, catunnafica mahabhiitanam upadayaripam —
idam vuccatavuso, rilpam.

iti idafica namam idafica rifpam —

idam vuccatdvuso, namariipam.

vififlanasamudayd namariipasamudayo, vifiiananirodhd namaripanirodho, ayameva ariyo
atthangiko maggo namaripanirodhagamini patipada, seyyathidam —

A noble disciple understands what names and forms are, what their origin is,
their cessation, and what practices lead to their cessation. But what are name
and form? What is their origin, their cessation, and the practice that leads to
their cessation?

Sensation, perception, intention, contact, and attention;

This is called “name”;

The four primary elements and the form derived from the four primary elements;
This is called “form”.

Thus, this is name and this is form.

This (together) is called name-and-form.

Name and form arise from consciousness. Name and form cease when conscious-
ness ceases. The practice leading to the cessation of name and form is simply the
noble eightfold path.

These two terms, literally “name” (ndma) and “form” (riipa), possess various possible
connotations. The classical interpretation sees them as indicating mind and body, but I
also consider the linguistic interpretation plausible, particularly evident in the Pali canon,
where nama is used as a “nominal signifier” and riipa as “formal signified”. Both are men-
tal coefficients, psychic data without any concrete referent, merely ideas referring to a
supposed real entity, establishing a cognitive act of what in a logical sense is essentially
emptiness. The practice of liberation, therefore, must lead to the cessation of such a logical
act. What the Buddha calls ‘cessation of name-and-form’ in the Sutta on right view might
be understood in the same sense in which Parmenides” Goddess warns against attributing
nominal identities to things that “are not’, which are purely nominalistic and conventional.

Certainly, rilpa may also denote the body, but in its cognitive sense, it refers to the
formal datum of an entity, the external aspect that indicates its perceived meaning. The
context of its use determines the nuance that riipa assumes, and in many suttas of the Pali
Canon, it is evident that it refers to one of the two aspects of what linguistics calls a “sign’.

The cognitive mechanism described by ancient Buddhism follows approximately this
scheme: take any cognitive organ, in this case, sight. From the vision (cakkhu) directed
towards a “referent” object, the form (riipa) of the same is extracted. According to the prin-
ciple of cognitive association, which we derive from the works of Rosch and De Saussure,
the vision of a given form is followed by its association with the “ideal form”, or the proto-
typical form, which belongs to a nima, thatis, the signifier. The form (riipa) that the eye sees
is not the “true form” of the object, but rather, as cognitive psychology teaches us, a ‘men-
tal copy’ processed by neural processes through vision. The true form is thus traced back
to ideal concepts of forms associable with entities referable to already known signs. This
process includes simplification: it is impossible to see the “true form” of an object in its en-
tirety because observing it at the atomic level would reveal that no two objects are identical.
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The linguistic—cognitive reduction to the binomial namariipa, which is entirely idealized, is
necessary for mutual understanding among people, enabling us to look at two chairs and
define them both as “chairs”, even though no two chairs can be exactly identical in every
single detail; without this, we would experience a significantly aggravated version of the
already severe hypermnesic syndrome.

In the Vipallasasutta (AN 4.49), it is stated that there are four types (cattarome) of cog-
nitive misunderstandings or perversions (in the sense of perverto, to turn in the wrong di-
rection), and they afflict semantics (safifidvipallasd), cognition (cittavipallasd), and the vision
of things (ditthivipallasd). The four ambiguities are as follows:

(1) Believing as permanent what is impermanent (anicce niccanti safifiavipalldso cittavipal-
laso ditthivipallaso);

(2) Mistaking discomfort for happiness (dukkhe sukhanti safifidvipalldso cittavipallaso
ditthivipallaso);

(3) Attributing an identity to things that are without self (anattani attati safifiavipallaso
cittavipalldso ditthivipallaso);

(4) Believing beautiful what is ugly (asubhe subhanti safifigvipalldso cittavipallaso
ditthivipallaso).

The way Buddhist meditation intends to correct these misunderstandings is simple:
by affirming the principle of evidence. What is impermanent cannot be permanent; what
is discomfort cannot be happiness; what has no identity cannot have an identity; and what
is unpleasant cannot be pleasant. These are the corrections to apply to the misunderstand-
ings of semantics, cognition, and vision (nasafifiavipallasa nacittavipalldsa naditthivipallasa):
impermanence is impermanence (anicce aniccanti), discomfort is discomfort (dukkhe
dukkhanti), non-self is non-self (anattani anattati), and finally, the ugly is ugly (asubhe asub-
hanti). Finally, of those who continue to see permanence in impermanence, happiness in
discomfort, identity in non-self, and beauty in ugliness, the text states the following;:

te yogayutta marassa, ayogakkhemino jand; sattd gacchanti samsaram, jatimaranagamino.

yada ca buddha lokasmim, uppajjanti pabhankara; te imam dhammam pakasenti, dukkhii-
pasamagaminam.

tesam sutvana sappaiifia, sacittam paccaladdha te; aniccam anic-cato dakkhum, dukkhamad-
dakkhu dukkhato.

anattani anattati, asubham asubhataddasum; sammaditthi-samadand, sabbam dukkham
upaccagun ti.

Subjugated to the yoke of Mara [the personification of death], these people obtain
nothing from the yoke. Sentient beings continue to wander, proceeding through
birth and death. But when the Buddhas appear in the world, they bring Light.
They shine with the light of this teaching that leads to the cessation of suffering.
When a wise person hears them, they reclaim their mind, seeing impermanence
as impermanence, suffering as suffering, non-self as non-self, and ugliness as
ugliness. Correcting their vision, they rise and transcend suffering.

It is therefore evident that both the Buddha and Parmenides seek to emphasize how
the multiplicity of being that manifests in appearance is determined not by the totality of
names (which are possibly infinite), but rather by the transcendence of any name in the
Whole. However, this does not imply that their nominal existence is a non-existence or
a lesser form of existence. Names do exist, yet they are not objectively true, conveying a
deceptive understanding of reality. What cognitive perception does is mediate the con-
ception of existence, perceiving it as multiple manifestations, which are then organized
into nameable and recallable entities upon appearing. This process also generates a cycle
of interdependence between the observer and the observed, where each depends on and
constantly modifies the other, without one being entirely generated by the other. The two
aspects (observer and observed) are, in reality, relative manifestations of a single reality.
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5. Perception, Knowledge, and Phenomena

There exists a relationship between being and thought, or rather it might be more
precise to state that the aspects of being that manifest in mundanity, thereby constituting
the theatre of phenomena, are to some extent dependent on thought. This crucial aspect,
central to both philosophical perspectives, presents an element of comparability. The ex-
tent of this comparability remains uncertain, as opinions diverge, particularly in the case
of Parmenides [31] (p. 156) and [37]. The issue in the latter case is to determine whether
there is a coincidence between being and thought, or if, as previously mentioned, being is
immutable, but the configurations of it that appear are prefigured by the thought inherent
within it.

As for the Buddhist thought, it appears quite evident, given the mechanism of the
five aggregates and their conception of the world, that it is indeed the entirety of human
conceptions that shapes, or more precisely, prefigures the phenomenal theater. A separate
study has been dedicated to the notion of the world (loka), demonstrating that the Buddhist
idea of “world’ fundamentally coincides with the perceptual process [11]. This also eluci-
dates why the ‘end of the world’, as presented in numerous suttas (such as SN 35.116, AN
4.45, and AN 4.23 among others), is equated with the cessation of the perceptual bundle
(the six senses, including the mind, mano). Moreover, an explicit declaration is also present
in Dhp 1.1:

manopubbangama dhamma,

manosettha manomaya

Thought shapes phenomena

They are ruled by thought, made by thought.

According to Parmenides, as previously mentioned, the issue appears more complex,
yet I am inclined to acknowledge a certain proximity to Buddhism. Thought is necessarily
encompassed within being; within Parmenides’ logic, nothing can exist outside of it. Even
opinions, and erroneous views, which are misinterpretations of being, must necessarily
be included and anticipated within being itself. This interpretation aligns, for instance,
with that of Severino [21]. This does not imply, of course, any inconsistency within the
perfect, immobile, and immutable being. Movement, along with the thought that renders
it a povopevov—that is, evident (paivw) and visible (illuminated, @dog)—is already
incorporated within the totality of being. However, it appears sequential to us due to the
very thought that is within being and thus implies it; it is neither separate nor independent
(separable) from it.

If everything, that is, thinks, and the only thing that is is, in fact, the One Being,
then that Being can think of nothing but itself, so that it will indeed be both subject
and object in experience. In Parmenides’ strict monism this will also mean that
the whole of Being thinks of the whole of itself, and not that some parts think of
others, even if those think in return of them.

[37] (p. 558)

Buddhism has never asserted the nonexistence of things [35] (p. 264). I acknowledge
that some interpreters would indeed use the expression ‘nonexistent” in relation to the
problem of cognition in Buddhist philosophy [38]; nonetheless, I will articulate why I do
not fundamentally agree with the use of this term. There is no nihilistic assertion nor an
explicit declaration attributed to the Buddha suggesting that the things we perceive do not
actually exist [39,40]. The Buddhist discourse is far more complex. Illusion (mdya) does not
mean seeing what is not there: if something is seen, it evidently exists. However, illusion
acts as a veil that interferes with the accurate interpretation of reality. The Buddha's goal
is to remove this veil. Hence, the ultimate sphere of meditation is described as “neither-
perception-nor-non-perception” (nevasarifia-nasafiiiayatana), as it is the idea that reifies, the
idea that attributes interpretations and leads to misunderstanding. While reification is the
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process that transforms an idea into a strong concept (entity), identification is the desire to
make one entity identical to another (identicus facere).

What we perceive as ‘becoming’ is actually an illusion. The Buddhist thought con-
ceives becoming as the evidence of the impossibility of isolation of any entity: something
“arises and perishes in relation to immediately antecedent and consequent events. Since
every event depends on, or is conditioned by, these relations, and since every event itself is
a relation, the event cannot be distinguished from the conditions that cause it” [35] (p. 265).
Buddhist philosophy is rather a problem of “whole-to-part” relation [35] (p. 268).

Thus, the notion of nothingness is present as the idea of nothingness but not as a real
possibility, leading to the paradox where “nothingness” exists, and therefore is not noth-
ingness. Nothingness self-negates its own meaning: what nothingness wishes to actualize
is unactualizable, thus “nothingness” exists as what we can call “nothingness”, the idea
of nothingness, and even the feeling of it as a possibility of annulment, but what is non-
existent cannot exist. It is clear that as long as we remain entangled in the trap of ideation,
we will continue to confuse the truth of ideas with the truth of the absolute. Ideas exist
and are true, this is indubitable, but it is incorrect to say that they coincide with the truth.

To understand the impossibility of nothingness, one must experience this absurdity.
For this reason, before reaching the final sphere, which surpasses both ideation and non-
ideation, the Buddha stated that meditation leads to the sphere of nothingness (akificafifidy-
atana). This has confused many interpreters, who believed that this sphere is one of annul-
ment, thereby confirming the absurd hypothesis of Buddhism as a nihilistic philosophy.
In truth, there is no sphere of annulment, nor the possibility of destroying things. The
Buddha has always spoken of the cessation (nirodha) of cognitive processes or the decon-
struction of psychological models (such as the five aggregates), but never of the possibility
of destroying what exists, nor that what exists does not really exist.

The dkificaiiiayatana appears rather as a meditative dimension in which the possibility
of nothingness is experienced, and since one subsequently reaches the “neither-perception-
nor-non-perception” sphere, it seems evident that such an experience does not lead to an
annulment of things, but rather, as usual, to a cessation of those cognitive mechanisms that
distort the real essence of things themselves.

The Akificafifidayatanapafihasutta (SN 40.7) is the text dedicated to the issue of the
sphere of nothingness. In this sutta, we read how the Buddha describes entering this medi-
tative state: “It is when a mendicant, having completely gone beyond the sphere of infinite
consciousness, aware that ‘there is nothing’, enters and remains in the sphere of nothing-
ness”. Let us carefully analyze this phrase. What does the Buddha mean by the assertion
“there is nothing” (natthi kificiti)? This consideration, that nothing appears anymore as an
“is” (atthi), and therefore “is not” (n‘atthi) what seemingly was before, is a consequence,
the Buddha says, of having “totally surpassed the sphere of infinite consciousness” (sab-
baso vififianaficayatanam samatikkamma). We must remember, however, what consciousness
(vififiana) is in Buddhism. It is, as we recall, a knowledge (jiiana) derived from separa-
tion (vi-). Consciousness is everything that organizes the world through discernment, it
is what divides being into entities, and assigns nominal identities to formal meanings de-
rived from this dissection. In the Mahanidanasutta (DN 15), it is stated that discernment
(vififiana) is also an emergent property of the name-form (namariipa) instance. This suggests
that Buddhists conceive of discernment as closely related to the Saussurean semantic unity
of signifier-signified (nama-riipa). Here, the term riipa is to be understood as the more pri-
mordial form preceding the assigned meaning (attha-pafifiatti). Consequently, it becomes
clear that the unity nama-riipa, as expressed by Buddhist thinkers, actually indicates a func-
tion wherein a namization occurs from an original and indistinct riipa through the process
of vijanati.

Furthermore, one arrives at the definition of vedana as an aspect of experiencing (vedeti).
This term is also connected to the idea of “knowing”, but in an alternative form to the root
-jiid that we have discussed thus far (which is etymologically linked to the Greek yvaotg).
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Consciousness is what creates the world we know with the identities of the things we
see. Once consciousness is surpassed, the world also ceases. But this does not mean that
everything ceases to exist: it simply no longer appears (natthi) as it did before. Thus, the
Buddha urges mendicants to contemplate this dimension where nothing appears anymore.

In the Nevasafifianasafifayatanapafhasutta (SN 40.8), which discusses the transcen-
dence of semantic perception, the reason why it is not sufficient to bring everything out of
the field of appearance is finally explained. Again, in the discourse on the root of all things
(Miulapariyayasutta, MN 1), the Buddha gives a discourse that can help us understand
what has been said so far:

idha, bhikkhave, assutava puthujjano ariyanam adassavi ariyadhammassa akovido ariyad-
hamme avinito, sappurisanam adassavi sappurisadhammassa akovido sappurisadhamme
avinito— pathavim pathavito safijanati; pathavim pathavito safifiatod pathavim manfiati,
pathaviya mafifiati, pathavito maiifiati, pathavim meti marifiati, pathavim abhinandati.

tam kissa hetu?

’

aparififiatam tassa’ti vadami.

Here, monks, an uneducated ordinary person who has not seen the noble ones,
is unskilled in the teachings of the noble ones, undisciplined in the teachings of
the noble ones, not having seen the true persons, unskilled in their teachings,
undisciplined in the teachings of the true persons, perceives the earth as “earth”.
Having perceived the earth as “earth”, they conceive the earth, they conceive in
the earth, they conceive from the earth, they conceive “the earth is mine”, and
they delight in the earth.

Why is that?
Because, I say, they have not fully understood it.

Notice the powerful expression safifiatvd, formed from the term indicating semantic
conception (safifia) followed by the qualitative suffix -tva. It is as if, in this case, one speaks
of a semanticity of things: the one who sees the earth as “earth” brings forth the appearance
of “earth” as a semantic element identified by their consciousness, the result of attributing
a nominal identity “earth” to the formal (earth), from which the identification of earth as
“earth” arises. Identification is the desire to make one entity identical to another (identicus
facere), and this mechanism of safifiatvd mentioned by the Buddha is precisely the conscious
will to create an identity: that of the earth with “earth”, but both are the result of discern-
ment, that is, the cognitive separation of being into entities (cognitive reification).

The same discourse made for the earth is repeated for all other elements: water (apam),
fire (tejam), air (vayam), sentient beings (bhiite), deities (deve), the creator (pajapatim), the
principle (brahmam), radiant deities (abhassare), deities full of glory (subhakinhe), deities
abundant in fruits (vehapphale), the supreme being (abhibhum), the dimension of infinite
space (akasanaiicayatanam), and the dimension of infinite consciousness (vififidnasicayatanam)
to provide a comprehensive picture of how cognitive reification works. The same discourse
is then repeated for the sphere of nothingness. This discourse on identification in identi-
fication, repeated, not by chance, also for the sphere of nothingness, thus demonstrates
that it is a discourse on the idea of nothingness, and absolutely not a nihilistic assertion
of things! The so-called “sphere of nothingness” is not the condition in which being no
longer is, but the sphere in which the idea of nothingness manifests. The Buddha says:
“those”, who do not know the teachings of the true persons, “perceive the dimension of
nothingness as ‘dimension of nothingness™ (akificarifidyatanam dkificaiifidyatanato safijanati).
What the Buddha is evidently affirming here is that the idea of nothingness is enough to
allow a dimension in which nothingness is given to appear as a possibility: thus, the fool
perceives nothingness as a real risk.

akificarifidyatanam akificafifiayatanato safifiatvd akificanifiayatanam mariifiati, akificanifiay-

atanasmim mafifiati, akificafiiiayatanato marifiati, akificafifiayatanam meti marfiati, dk-

ificafifidyatanam abhinandati. tam kissa hetu? ‘aparififiatam tassa’ti vadami.



Philosophies 2024, 9, 135

18 of 20

But if they identify with “nothing”, they identify what pertains to nothing, they
identify as “nothing”, they identify [in the assertion] “I possess nothing”, and
they delight in nothing.

Why does this happen? Because, I say, they have not fully understood.

The same discourse is repeated, of course, for the dimension of neither-perception-
nor-non-perception (nevasafifianasafnifiayatanam) because, in order to never contradict this
great teaching, the Buddha reminds us that the idea of a thing is not the thing itself (al-
though, I would add, the “idea’ of the ‘thing’ is indeed something).

6. Concluding Remarks

The Buddha’s and Parmenides’ are two very different philosophies, belonging to ge-
ographically distant traditions of thought, although inserted in the same Indo-European
cultural milieu. In this article, we have shown how they converge on common themes
concerning the nature of truth, the position of the human being in the world linked to the
problem of its perception, and possible solutions to this problem.

Numerous attempts have been made to translate the formulations of Parmenides and
the Buddha into rigorous logical-analytical assertions [41-44]. However, I believe these
attempts risk excessively narrowing the scope of these philosophical teachings, which ex-
tend beyond mere logic. Indeed, they highlight the limits of linguistic expressibility, with
logic being a highly rigorous form of language. Therefore, logicalizing their teachings
would be erroneous. For Parmenides, “nothingness” is the fundamental aporia (the name
is pronounceable, but what it aims to describe is impossible), and thus it is also the ulti-
mate insurmountable limit (metpag mOpxtov). Similarly, for the Buddha, liberation lies
in transcending the world itself (loka) as a collection of perceptions, and thus it cannot be
merely described by language but must transcend it in the most radical way.

Interestingly, Parmenides’ section on 660 and the Buddhist myth of creation both
describe a world that progressively acquires divisions, categories, and binarisms, which
are identified as the evils of humanity for similar reasons. Although the world is organized,
it is a reduction of being, a 66&«x [45], or an incorrect vision. This applies to both simple
and complex things.

Notably, Parmenides’ reference to genders (de&ttepoioly pév kovpovg, Axtotot 8¢
kovpog, fr. 17) is comparable to DN 27 (itthiya ca itthilingam paturahosi purisassa ca
purisalingam, part 7 on the birth of genders or [tthipurisalingapatubhdva). Furthermore, the
division of all things into “day and night” corresponds to the primary division, the emer-
gence of two opposite poles, A and non-A, from which everything descends: “they as-
signed to each an opposite substance, marking them as distinct from one another” (ta&vtio
& Explvorvto dépag kol oot €BevTo Xwplg A AAAAwY, fr. 8.55-6). These substances,
basic distinctive principles, are precisely the luminous fire and the dark night (¢Aoyog
ai@éplov mop, ... TavTioe VOKT ddar)), one being light and the other dense and coarse. In
DN 27, the appearance of the sun and moon coincides not only with the arrival of day
and night in temporal division and world organization but also with the progressive loss
of the divine nature of sentient beings and their gradual acquisition of coarse, material,
worldly bodies (atha kho te, vasettha, sattd rasapathavim hatthehi aluppakarakam upakkamimsu
paribhufijitum; yato kho te, vasettha, sattd rasapathavim hatthehi aluppakarakam upakkamimsu
paribhufijitum; atha tesam sattanam sayampabhd antaradhayi; sayampabhaya antarahitaya candi-
masiriya paturahesum).

To deconstruct even the psycho-cognitive apparatus, the Buddha repeats the same
warning about identification for every aspect of the cognitive process: the seen (dittham),
the heard (sutam), the thought (mutam), and the conceived (vififiatam). Even great philo-
sophical ideas, as ideas, risk diverting attention from the truth itself (the truth is not the
idea of truth). Therefore, the Buddha warns against the idea of unity (ekattam), as well as the
idea of diversity (nanattam), and the idea of totality (sabbam). However, something changes
when it comes to the supreme asceticism (nibbanam). Nirvana is conceived by the wise for
whatitis: “they directly perceive nirvana as nirvana” (nibbanam nibbanato abhijanati), which
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implies that “they do not identify with nirvana, they do not identify regarding nirvana, they
do not identify with the statement ‘nirvana is mine’ [or ‘I possess/control nirvana’], and they
do not take pleasure in nirvana” (nibbanam nibbanato abhififiaya nibbanam na mafifiati, nibba-
nasmim na marifati, nibbanato na mafniniati, nibbanam meti na masninati, nibbanam nabhinandati).
And why does this occur? Because “they have completely understood” (pariiifiatam tassa).
Having reached this condition, one perceives things as they are, without nihilistic cognitive
mediation: “the Realized One, oh monks, the Perfect One, who is fully awakened, knows
the earth as earth” (tathagatopi, bhikkhave, araham sammasambuddho patha-vim pathavito abhi-
janati), and so on, the discourse is repeated for all the other elements mentioned earlier.
The Buddha can know things as they are because he no longer identifies.

The term nirvanawas originally used to indicate the extinguishing of a fire or alamp [46],
while in Buddhist terminology, it is used to signify the extinction of cognitive whirlwinds
that lead to liberation from distress. Nirvana is like a deforestation of cognitive preconcep-
tions, an eradication of mental obstacles.

Cessation (nirodha) is not the death of a thing but the cessation of the appearance of
a phenomenon. A phenomenon that previously appeared due to certain conditions that
caused it to manifest, when deprived of those co-causes, no longer appears, is no longer
present, and is thus said to have ceased (nirodha). Neither the phenomenon as a conceivable
thing nor the co-causes that determine its appearance can cease to exist, as they are parts
of being, they simply are, and cessation does not imply their becoming non-being.

Ultimately, Parmenides’ conception of light as a “fiery flame of a torch” (@Aoyog
xiBéplov o, fr. 8.56) is intricately connected to the notions of names and identities. Sim-
ilar to Buddhist thought, Parmenides’ work examines the semiosis of division [47] (p. 211)
as a foundational act of cognitive existence. In Plato’s @« idwv (109a—c), a view of the world
from above is described, which appears to evoke a form of shamanic flight [48]. Although
the matter is controversial, if it is true, as some believe, that this passage was inspired by
the verses of Parmenides, then it is possible that his ecstatic and luminous experiences were
also the result of mystical engagement, as has been suggested [23] (p. 73).
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