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Introduction

The papers reprinted here, published over a stretch of forty years,
reXect my continuing concern with two distinct but intimately related
problems, one linguistic and one historical and philosophical. The
linguistic problem concerns the theory of the Greek verb to be: how
to replace the conventional but misleading distinction between copula
and existential verb with a more adequate theoretical account. The
philosophical problem is in principle quite distinct: to understand how
the concept of Being became the central topic in Greek philosophy
from Parmenides to Aristotle. But these two problems converge on
what I have called the veridical use of einai. In my earlier papers I took
that connection between the verb and the concept of truth to be the
key to the central role of Being in Greek philosophy. I think that clue
pointed in the right direction, but I would now interpret the veridical
in terms of a more general function of the verb that I call ‘semantic’,
which comprises the notions of existence and instantiation as well as
truth. More on that below.
The veridical use was not a new discovery on my part. It had long

been recognized by Hellenists that esti could mean ‘is true’ or ‘is the
case’.1 However, the philosophical importance of this connection
between the verb and the notion of truth seems to have been generally
neglected. I think this neglect was due to the traditional assumption
that uses of the verb could be assigned either to the copula or to the
verb of existence. In terms of this distinction, the veridical use is an

1 Liddell-Scott-Jones illustrates the meaning ‘be the fact or the case’ in section A. III of its
entry on �N��, with examples from Herodotus and Thucydides. For a rare instance of
scholarly attention to the role played by this use of the verb in Platonic texts see Burnet’s
commentary on Phaedo 65c3, 66a3, c2.



anomaly, since the syntax of the verb is absolute (without predicates)
but the meaning is not ‘to exist’. I decided that, in order to understand
the fundamental role played by the verb (and its nominal derivatives
such as ousia) in the formulation of Greek philosophy, it was necessary
to replace the copula–existence dichotomy with a more adequate
account of the verb. Thus my linguistic study of to be was motivated
by the desire to comprehend the philosophical concept of Being, and
above all to understand why the introduction of this concept by
Parmenides had such a profound and lasting impact on Greek phil-
osophy.
It was for philosophical reasons, then, because of the connection

with truth, that the veridical use was at the center of my attention in
these earlier publications. On the other hand, from a linguistic point of
view the predicative function of the verb as copula had to be recognized
as more fundamental. In the memorable phrase of G. E. L. Owen, to be
in Greek is to be something or other. The copula use is not only the most
frequent; it is also the natural basis for any uniWed account of the diverse
system of uses of the verb. That wasmy conclusion from the description
of these uses in my 1973 book. But at the time I did not see how best to
formulate this conclusion. I could not claim chronological priority for
the copula use, since there is absolutely no evidence that this use is older
than the others. (The existential use occurs in the Rig-veda for the
cognate verb; and the words for truth in Sanskrit and Scandinavian
demonstrate that the veridical use is also prehistoric.) I was able to give a
precise transformational statement for the priority of the copula only
much later, when I had the opportunity to reformulate my account of
the verb in the introduction to the reprinted book in 2003. (That
account appears here as Chapter 5: ‘A Return to the Theory of the
Verb be and the Concept of Being’.) The outcome is a strictly syntac-
tical analysis, which takes the copula construction as the basic, Wrst-
order use of the verb, but construes existential and veridical uses as
second-order, semantic transforms from the copula construction. In
addition, I now recognize a third semantic transformation, correspond-
ing to an instantiation of the predicate concept (to be described below).
Hence I propose now to replace the copula–existence dichotomy with
a distinction between the syntactic role of the verb as copula and the
semantic (extralinguistic) function of the verb as an expression of
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existence, instantiation, and truth. I will have more to say on this in
Essay 5.
My syntactical analysis is presented as a linguistic theory of the verb,

not as a philosophical account of the concept of Being. On the other
hand, this linguistic picture is designed to clarify, and also to be
conWrmed by, the role of the verb in philosophy. Thus the fundamen-
tal nature of the predicative function is neatly illustrated in Aristotle’s
theory of the ten categories, which is a device for showing ‘how Being
is said in many ways’: the syntax of the verb is copulative in every
category. (What is it? How large is it? Of what quality is it? What is it
related to? Where is it? and so forth.) From an entirely diVerent point
of view, the basic importance of the predicative function appears again
in Plotinus’ doctrine that Being (ousia) does not belong to his funda-
mental principle of the One. The One does not have Being because it
cannot have predicative structure. Subject–predicate structure would
pluralize it, but the One admits no plurality. Note that in this argument
einai itself is construed as the predicate, not simply as the copula. But
the einai denied for the One cannot mean ‘to exist’. For Plotinus, if the
One did not exist, nothing else could exist. In both cases what the
philosopher has to say about Being—for Aristotle, that Being is said in
as many ways as there are categories, and for Plotinus that Being does
not belong to the One—is immediately clear if Being is understood as
a verb of predication rather than as an expression of existence. For
purposes of reference, then, the concept of Being can be identiWed as
the nominal term corresponding to einai as copula or verb of predica-
tion. For the philosophic analysis of predication, of course, other
notions must come into play—not only existence but also instantiation
and truth. These concepts are essentially interconnected.We recall that
the notion of predication introduced by Aristotle’s term katêgoreisthai is
not merely syntactical: katêgoreitai means ‘is truly predicated’.
Concerning predication, then, the linguistic and philosophical ac-

counts will be distinct, but they are not independent of one another.
The syntactic analysis that I have proposed, with existence and truth
construed as transforms of the predicative verb, suggests a parallel
philosophical interpretation. On this view the predicative function
will be fundamental; both existence and truth will be conceptualized
in terms of the role they play in predication. Asserting existence will
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mean positing a subject for predication, something to talk about; truth
will be interpreted as the correct ascription (or denial) of an attribute.
(And instantiation means positing this attribute itself.) The intercon-
nection between this trinity of concepts—predication, existence, and
truth—is at the heart of Greek ontology from Parmenides to Aristotle.
We have a succinct formulation of this linkage in Plato’s account of
true and false discourse in the Sophist: a true statement says ‘things that
are (ta onta) as they are (or that they are, hôs estin)’ concerning a deWnite
subject, in this case ‘concerning (the mathematician) Theaetetus’
(263b). Both predicative function and veridical conWrmation are ex-
plicit here in the use of onta and estin. The existential notion is also
implied in the emphatic reference to the subject (things that are ‘about
you’, peri sou), although in this case the existence of the subject is not
expressed by the verb. Such a passage illustrates my claim that the topic
of existence is not thematized in Greek discussions of Being—even
though, in other contexts, the verb may of course be used to express
existence.
Are there any philosophical advantages to this relative neglect of the

concept of existence in the Greek discussion of Being? I am tempted
to reverse J. S. Mill’s complaint (see p. 18 below) and suggest that it is
not the confusion between copula and existence that is dangerous in
metaphysics but rather the isolation of the notion of existence from a
context of predication. The unexpressed Greek assumption that to be is
to be something or other (expressed concretely as the view that to be is to be
somewhere) protects us against an abstract notion of being which is not
to be anything deWnite at all. To ask whether centaurs exist is to ask
whether such things can be found in nature, in the world of time and
space. But what does it mean to ask whether the world exists, or
whether the past exists? This is a notion of existence that the Greeks
seem not to have explored. One might conclude that they were better
oV without it.
My role as a historian is not to express a preference either for the

ancient view of Being or the modern concept of existence. I have
attempted simply to clarify the diVerences between them. However,
when an ancient view is diVerent in this fundamental way, historical
understanding of the ancient view can provide a perspective for critical
reXection on modern assumptions of which we are otherwise unaware.
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To the extent that we succeed in understanding an alternative view, the
contrast can bring to light deeper elements of our own conception that
have escaped notice. To take a minor but signiWcant example, it is only
the contrast with the ancient data for einai, huparchein, and exsistere that
reveals the importance for the modern view of a verb to exist that does
not take predicates. Let this example stand as an emblem for the larger
project undertaken in these essays: attempting to grasp the unfamiliar
dimensions of the Greek concept of Being.

There follows a brief review of the essays reprinted here.
Essay 1. ‘The Greek Verb ‘‘To Be’’ and the Concept of Being’ (1966)
was my Wrst attack on the copula–existence dichotomy and my Wrst
attempt to redirect attention to the veridical meaning of the verb: ‘to
be true’ or ‘to be the case’. In order to compensate for the relative
rarity of this usage in Attic literature, I emphasized the prehistoric,
Indo-European roots of this sense of einai, roots that are represented in
Indian and Scandinavian cognate words for ‘truth’ and in archaic
English ‘sooth’. For Greek philosophers from Parmenides to Aristotle,
I claimed, the concept of Being is the concept of ‘what is or can be
truly known and truly said’ (p. 35).2

This early paper also makes a point that I will return to in the
discussion of Parmenides; namely, that the Greek usage of on and
onta makes no type distinction between the existence of things or
objects, on the one hand, and the being-so of fact or events, on the
other. This is part of what it means to claim that Greek philosophers do
not have (or do not attend to) our notion of existence. (Of course they
have their own notion: they can easily deny or aYrm the existence of
gods, centaurs, and the void.) I think more attention to the absence of
this type distinction between einai for things and for facts would show
that the debate between veridical and existential readings of einai is
often misleading. Attention to this overlap may also help to explain
some puzzling texts. A noteworthy example is the contrast between ti

2 This claim is limited to the classical period. The conception of Being changes in
Hellenistic philosophy and most radically in Stoic theory, where the category of Being or
to on is restricted to bodies; lekta or ‘things said’ belong to the broader category of ti or
‘something’.
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esti and ei estin in Posterior Analytics 2. 1–2, where the question ei estin
seems sometimes to mean ‘does X exist?’ but also ‘Does XY take
place?’.
Essay 2. ‘On the Terminology for Copula and Existence’ (1972) is a

philological study of the emergence of the two terms for the copula–
existence dichotomy. The evidence for copula is straightforward. The
interpretation of the verb is as copula or syntactic link in a sentence of
the form S is P is clearly prepared in Aristotle’s discussion, and
elaborated by the Greek commentators. However, no Wxed term for
this notion appears in Greek, nor (it seems) in Latin before Abelard.
Abelard can be held responsible not only for the term but for a fuller
conception of the copula function, involving Wnite verbs in general
and not only the verb is. (Abelard’s discussion seems to be independent
of an earlier, parallel development of a term for copula in Arabic.)
Unfortunately, things are much less clear for the development of the

modern concept of existence. When I wrote this essay I did not realize
the extent to which the fundamental novelty of the modern notion
depends on the availability in modern languages of a verb to exist that
does not take predicates. Only if we have a nonpredicative verb to exist
do we get a sharp contrast between existence and predication. Both the
Latin verb exsistere and its Greek equivalents (huparchein and hupostênai)
can all be construed with predicate nouns, adjectives, or locatives.
Hence in ancient philosophy there is no tendency towards a radical
contrast between to exist (as expressed by these verbs) and to be (some-
thing or other), as in the modern existence–copula dichotomy. As far
as I can see, the history of the concept of existence remains to be
written.3

Essay 3. ‘Why Existence Does Not Emerge as a Distinct Concept in
Greek Philosophy’ (1976) is a defense of my claim that the concept of
existence is not thematized in Greek philosophy, but that it is the
notions of truth and predication that dominate in the classical concept
of Being from Parmenides to Aristotle. The philosophers go in search
of knowledge, and that implies a search for truth. Being becomes

3 Some beginnings are to be found in J. Brunschwig, ‘La théorie stoı̈cienne du genre
suprême et l’ontologie platonicienne’, in J. Barnes and M. Mignucci (eds.), Matter and
Metaphysics (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1988), and in papers by J. Glucker and others in F. Romano
and D. P. Taormina (eds.) HYPARXIS e HYPOSTASIS nel Neoplatonismo (Florence: 1994).
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a fundamental concept in philosophy because it provides the notion of
reality that is needed for the object of knowledge and the criterion of
truth. Thus the veridical connotation points to the central role of the
verb in philosophy. (As noted above, I would now add that the
veridical performs this role as the most prominent of the three seman-
tic transforms, identiWed below in Essay 5.) However, the concept of
Being is introduced by, but not structured by, its connection with
truth. When the notion of truth gets articulated, in thought or in
speech, it appears as predication. As a rule, existence will also be
presupposed for the subject of true predication. But it is a feature of
the Greek use of einai—and hence of the philosophical analysis—that
the existence of the subject is rarely distinguished from the holding or
being-the-case of the predication as a whole. As I have mentioned, in
the philosophical use of on and onta for ‘what is,’ no distinction is
normally drawn between the existence of things and the being-so of
states of aVairs.
Essay 4. In ‘Some Philosophical Uses of ‘‘To Be’’ in Plato’ (1981) I

discuss two sets of passages, the Wrst of which illustrates the use of the
verb and its nominal forms to express Plato’s metaphysical theory of
Forms in the Symposium, Phaedo, and Republic. I show that in express-
ing the being of the Forms the verb normally appears in copula syntax,
reXecting the answer to an underlying request for deWnition: ‘What is
X?’. The notion of truth is implicit in such a request: ‘What is reallyX?’
or ‘What is X essentially?’. Hence many key passages are overdeter-
mined, with both predication and truth expressed in a single occur-
rence of the verb, and other nuances often implied. Thus what I call
the copula of deWnitional equivalence—the verb as it appears in
technical expressions of the form to ho esti X, ‘the what-is-X’ or
‘what-X-is’—often entails the contrast of being versus becoming
(the stative nuance) as well as being versus seeming (one aspect of
the veridical).
The grammar of the ho estin X formula is discussed in detail in the

appendix to Essay 4. It often turns out that the term X can be construed
either as subject or as predicate of estin, as in a statement of identity.
The earlier uses of this phrase in the Meno and Phaedo are idiomatic,
after a verb of knowing (‘to know what X is’). But in later texts from
Republic 10 and Timaeus the to ho estin X phrase has become a frozen
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formula, sealed oV from the surrounding syntax. Although the gram-
mar of the verb is copulative in all these texts, existential and veridical
nuances are often implied by the heavily charged epistemic context.
In my second set of passages (one from the Parmenides and two from

the Theaetetus) the theory of Forms is not in view; but the connection
between einai and truth remains fundamental. The Parmenides text is
one of a series of paradoxical arguments deriving contradictory con-
clusions from a premise about the One, in this case from the hypothesis
that the One is not. Plato here slyly anticipates the insight later formu-
lated by Aristotle, that being is said in many ways. In this case the
apparent contradiction depends upon the fact that, on the one hand,
the negative is not of the hypothesis (The One is not) is left grammat-
ically absolute, suggesting that the One does not exist or is not real,
while, on the other hand, an aYrmative is as copula is shown to be
necessary if that hypothesis is to be true. For if, by hypothesis, this One
is not, it must nevertheless be a thing-that-is-not (einai mê on); that is, it
must share in Not-being, with the copula einai interpreted here as
participation (mê ousias metechein). The apparent contradiction exploits
this ambiguity between the negation of an einai with absolute syntax
(‘to exist’) and the aYrmation of an einai as the veridical copula (‘to be
truly X’). Plato has anticipated the later conception of the copula by
insisting here on the need for einai as a veridical link (desmos) connect-
ing the subject (the One) with its attribute, even if this attribute is not-
being (162a4).
The Wrst of the two passages from the Theaetetus is the famous Man-

the-Measure doctrine of Protagoras, the ancestor for the formula for
truth in Plato and Aristotle (‘saying of what-is that it is, and of what-is-
not that it is not’). Since ‘Truth’ was apparently the title of Protagoras’
work, the relevance here of the veridical notion does not need to be
emphasized. I argue that it is arbitrary to construe einai in this formula
as a copula (‘to say of what is X that it is X ’), although that construal is
also implied. Even to call the verb here an ‘incomplete copula’ can be
misleading. The most natural reading for einai in these formulae is
simply ‘what is so’ or ‘what is the case’, with a sentential subject.
More subtle, but not diVerent in meaning, is the role of einai and

ousia in the second Theaetetus text, the concluding argument against
Theaetetus’ attempt to deWne knowledge in terms of perception. The
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argument is too complex for summary here, but the crucial point in
this Wnal refutation of sense perception is the conception of Being as
the propositional structure required for a truth claim. So conceived,
Being includes both existence for a subject and predication for an
attribute. The argument implies that both of these notions are required
for an elementary judgment or assertion, which must say something
about something. Thus Being, as the universal property applying to
everything, is Wrst introduced with absolute syntax (hoti eston at
185a9) suggesting an existence claim, but soon afterwards repeated in
the copula construction with predicate adjectives (185b10); in between
these two occurrences there are half a dozen predications with einai
understood. Later the noun form ousia also serves to suggest the notion
of nature or whatness, reXecting the ‘What is X?’ question (186a10,
b6–7). The notion of Being is thus presented, on the one hand, as
general enough to include both existence and predication as elements
in propositional structure, while at the same time alluding to questions
of essence and truth. The Wnal argument against sense perception rests,
then, on the claim that propositional structure—saying something
about something—is required for any judgment that can aspire to
truth, and hence for any candidate for knowledge.
Note that this is a weak and general condition for knowledge,

designed to appeal to a wide philosophical audience. It is typical of
arguments in Plato’s later dialogues to avoid any reliance on Plato’s
distinctive metaphysical commitments, after his own attack on such
commitments in the Parmenides. At the same time we have the hint of a
stronger, more strictly Platonic requirement for a knowledge claim:
saying what a thing is, with ousia understood as the answer to a question
of whatness.
The hope, expressed in 1981, that this would be my last word on to

be, turned out to be premature. Twenty years later the following
retractatio appeared.
Essay 5. In ‘A Return to the Theory of the Verb Be and the Concept

of Being’ (2004) I oVer not only one more attack on the copula–
existence dichotomy but also my formal account of how both existen-
tial and veridical uses of einai can be derived as second-order transforms
from the copula use of the verb in elementary sentences. Here, Wnally,
in terms of syntactic transformations, is a theoretical justiWcation for the
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claim of logical priority for the predicative function of the verb. This
claim was presented in the 1973 book as my ‘Copernican Revolu-
tion’—putting predication rather than existence at the center of the
system of to be. But it did not there Wnd an adequate formulation.
Both veridical and existential uses are now construed as second-

order, semantic transforms of an elementary sentence with copula is.
I call these transformations ‘semantic’ in the logician’s sense, as involv-
ing the extralinguistic notions of existence and truth. And I add now a
third semantic transformation: instantiation for predicates. The parallel
between these three semantic transformations will help to explain why
Greek writers make no type distinctions between uses of on and onta
referring to things, events, and states of aVairs. What these semantic
transformations have in common is that they posit an extralinguistic
item ‘in the world’, an item corresponding to a linguistic feature of the
sentence (either subject, predicate, or the sentence as a whole). This
notion of extralinguistic positing is, I claim, the essential function of
einai in its absolute (noncopula) use. The transformational analysis is
designed to show why it is einai, in virtue of its fundamental role in
predication, that will also provide the verb for these three semantic,
metapredicative transformations. Hence in place of the traditional
copula–existence dichotomy, I propose this distinction between the
elementary use of einai as copula and the second-order use of the same
verb as semantic transform, where esti/ên/estai can represent either
existence, instantiation, or truth. I suggest, in short, that what lies
behind the copula–existence contrast is a more fundamental distinc-
tion between the syntactic role of the verb as copula and the semantic
role of the verb as expression of extralinguistic reality or ‘existence in
the world’, where the semantic use includes existence for subjects,
instantiation for predicates, and truth or occurrence for the sentence as
a whole. What I have previously described as existential and veridical
uses can thus be more accurately seen as special cases of the semantic,
extralinguistic function of the verb.
This analysis is syntactic, in that it recognizes transformational

relations between two sentence forms, one elementary and one
second-order. Just as the passive transformation derives John is loved
by Mary fromMary loves John, so quasi-existential sentences of the form
There is an X that is Y can be derived from copula sentences of the form
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(An) X is Y. The pure existential form will then be derived from There
is an X that is Y by a second transformation: zeroing the predication is
Y will yield There is an X, or X exists. At the same time, a diVerent set
of semantic transformations from the same copula base (An) X is Y will
give us either Y is instantiated (positing reality for the predicate) or XY
occurs (positing reality for the sentence as a whole). All three of these
transformation routes will produce the same formal outcome in Greek;
namely, an absolute use of einai, whether veridical or existential (as
illustrated in sections 7–12 of Essay 5). These three lines of transform-
ation are all semantic, in that they posit extralinguistic reality for a com-
ponent of the sentence or for the content of the whole sentence. These
distinctions are erased in the surface outcome, which is normally an
absolute or ‘incomplete’ use of the verb einai. The same form can
represent existence for the subject, instantiation for the predicate, or
truth and occurrence for the sentence as a whole. Thus this transform-
ational analysis helps to explain why Greek philosophers regularly
ignore our type distinctions between the ‘being’ of things, events,
and states-of-aVairs.
Although this analysis is syntactic, it makes use of conceptions that

might be regarded as properly philosophical, such as the distinction
between Wrst-order and second-order sentences and the relevant
notion of ‘semantic’. When we are discussing the verb to be, such
philosophical concepts come with the territory. I claim only that my
transformational analysis is better linguistics and also better philosophy
than the copula–existence dichotomy. As pointed out in Essay 5, the
notion of predication cannot be understood as syntactic only. It is no
accident that Aristotle’s term katêgoreisthaimeans ‘truly predicated’. We
cannot give an adequate account of predication without relying on the
notions of truth and existence. Although the syntactic use of einai as
copula is logically prior, it cannot be fully understood without refer-
ence to the semantic notion of truth claim. This is the notion spelled
out in the three semantic transforms of existence, instantiation, and fact
or occurrence.
An additional point already mentioned (and quite independent of

the transformational analysis) is the importance of the appearance of
a verb to exist that does not take predicates. The availability of such a
verb seems to be a precondition for the modern notion of existence,
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and hence for the copula–existence dichotomy. My guess is that such
a verb Wrst occurred in Arabic and gradually found its way into late
medieval Latin, at some time in the period between Aquinas and
Descartes. I hope that future research will either conWrm my hypoth-
esis or otherwise clarify this development. What is needed is a linguis-
tic study that covers the same territory sketched by Etienne Gilson in
L’Être et l’Essence (English translation as Being in Some Philosophers).
This is part of the missing history of the concept of existence men-
tioned above under Essay 2.
Essay 6. ‘The Thesis of Parmenides’ (1969) is the Wrst of three articles

on the poem of Parmenides, its importance for later philosophy, and,
more speciWcally, its impact on Plato. I analyze Parmenides’ thesis pri-
marily in terms of the veridical notion of truth and fact, and I argue
against the traditional translation of estin as ‘it exists’. The point of this
controversy is partially blunted by my new account of the three
semantic transformations, described in Essay 5. If we take Parmenides’
thesis esti as asserting the semantic (extralinguistic) value of the verb
quite generally, we can then explicate diVerent parts of his argument
by reference to more speciWc semantic functions. For interpreting ‘you
cannot know what-is-not’ the relevant estin is propositional or veridi-
cal: you cannot know what is not the case; but for ‘it cannot come into
being from what-is-not’ the relevant is not is what does not exist.
Hence the subject described as ungenerated, imperishable, and indi-
visible is naturally understood as an object rather than a state-of-aVairs.
But if (as I suggest) Parmenides’ thesis is interpreted as a general
semantic claim, these type distinctions do not aVect his argument.
So construed, Parmenides’ assertion of what-is will posit whatever

there must be in the world corresponding to true speech and true
cognition. My critique of Owen and his followers will reduce to the
charge that it is anachronistic in interpreting Parmenides to introduce
the notion of existence as used by Descartes and Berkeley. For Par-
menides, as for Plato and Aristotle, to be is to be something or other. It
is ironical that Owen, who introduced this formula for Plato and
Aristotle, never applied it to Parmenides. Thus the ‘existential’ reading
of Parmenides’ thesis does not take account of the fact that on the true
road ‘that it is’ ‘there are many sign-posts, that it is ungenerated and is
imperishable, whole, unique, and perfect’ (fr. 8. 2–3). The existential
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reading of estin does not do justice to the fact that Parmenides, in his
punning manner, can make use of this repeated, emphatic use of the
copula verb to allude to the same semantic notion: to posit the
corresponding item in the extralinguistic world.
This new twist on the role of einai will not aVect my account of

Parmenides’ argument, but it does require a correction in the formu-
lation of his thesis. Instead of saying that existential and predicative uses
of to be are both involved ‘as partial aspects of the veridical use’ (p. 154),
I would now describe existential and veridical uses as aspects of the
same semantic function, a function that presupposes the syntactic role
of the verb as copula.
Until recently there has not been much discussion of my insistence

on interpreting fragment 3 (and also 6. 1) in the most obvious way, as
expressing an identity between noein and einai, as it was understood by
Plotinus and others, and paralleled by the Aristotelian identiWcation of
noêsis in act with its object. I am happy now to welcome the partial
agreement of Tony Long; but I resist Long’s suggestion that the
identiWcation must go in both directions.4

It is one thing to hold that successful thinking should be identiWed
with its object (as in Aristotle’s view), and another thing to insist that
Being, as object of knowledge, should also be a thinking subject that
takes itself as object. That is roughly the view of nous in Plotinus, and
apparently that of the Prime Mover in Aristotle. But I see no hint of
that, nor of any form of panpsychism, in Parmenides—no reference to
Being as a subject of thinking. On the contrary, if I am right in reading
fragment 6. 1 as making the same claim for legein as for noein, that tells
against taking identity here as symmetrical. For it is plausible for
Parmenides to identify the intentional content of true speech, like
the intentional content of true thought, with its object in the world,
i.e. with Being. But that does not imply that Being is speaking, or that
Being is talking about itself, any more than it implies that Being is
thinking about itself. These consequences follow only if we attribute
to Parmenides a strict (and, I claim, anachronistic) notion of logical

4 See A. A. Long ‘Parmenides on Thinking Being’, in G. Rechenauer (ed.), Frühgrie-
chisches Denken (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2005), 227–51. Long (p. 239) quotes a
remark by Vlastos to the same eVect.
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identity. So I am unwilling to follow Long in taking the Parmenidean
identiWcation as symmetrical. Both of us would also have to deal with
the parallel identity asserted between thought and body in fragment
17. That text is so diYcult that it is not likely to decide the matter
either way. But it seems easier to believe that the limbs are thinking
(phroneei) than that Being is taking itself as object of thought.
Essay 7. ‘Being in Parmenides and Plato’ (1988) continues my

interpretation of Parmenides’ ontology and documents the Parmeni-
dean elements in Plato’s theory of Forms. Section I pursues the
argument against the existential reading proposed by Owen and Barnes
in favor of what I then called the veridical-predicative view, and would
now describe as the semantic interpretation. Thus instead of saying that
‘Parmenides begins with a veridical esti’ (p. 176), I would now say that
he begins with a general semantical or extralinguistic claim, an asser-
tion presupposing the is of predication but going beyond any particular
linguistic form to posit an object, event, or fact in the world. Section II
responds to David Gallop’s objections to my view. Section III traces
the Parmenidean elements in Plato’s theory of Forms as a conWrmation
of my reading of Parmenides. It is clear that Plato often has Parmeni-
des’ doctrine of Being in mind in his own use of einai and ousia,
particularly for his introduction of the Forms in Republic 5. The one
distinctively Platonic and non-Parmenidean formula for the being of
the Forms is the deWnitional copula in to ho estin X, ‘the what-X-is’ (or
‘what-is-X’), as a designation for the Form of X. (This terminology is
more fully discussed in the appendix to Essay 4.)
In the appendix to Essay 7 I describe the various occurrences of the

verb in Parmenides’ poem and argue against the ‘potential’ reading of
einai in fragments 3 and 6. 1. In both cases the natural interpretation of
Parmenides’ verses points to an identity between thought (noein) and
being (or, in 6. 1, between both thought and speech and being).
I suggest that it is only because of a philosophical reluctance to ascribe
such a doctrine to Parmenides that the potential readings have been
defended by many scholars, including Burnet and Owen. I submit that
the potential reading for fragment 3 (‘the same thing can be and can be
thought’) is linguistically strained and arbitrary, and that the corre-
sponding reading for 6. 1 is even more unnatural—the least plausible
of Wve possible constructions of this diYcult verse. (When Zeller
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introduced the potential construal of fragment 3 he cited a text in
which these words were still printed as the last verse in fragment 2; he
was then misled by the potential construction in 2. 1.) I suspect that it is
only the numbing force of repetition within the scholarly tradition that
keeps these readings of fragments 3 and 6. 1 alive: commentators no
longer approach the Greek text with an open ear.
As a student I was lucky in this regard. I once had a chance to discuss

Parmenides with Karl Reinhardt, and I asked him what he thought of
the potential reading of fragment 3. He stood up and spoke the verse
aloud like a rhapsode: �e ªaæ ÆP�e ���E� K���� �� ŒÆd �r�ÆØ. Then
Reinhardt said: ‘I could not say this and mean that!’. I was convinced.
Essay 8. ‘Parmenides and Plato’ (2002) is my contribution to the

Festschrift for Alexander Mourelatos; it emphasizes our agreement in
recognizing the predicative function of einai as fundamental for the
interpretation of Parmenides. I make use here of Lesley Brown’s work
on einai in Plato in order to clarify the discrepancy between the
modern notion of existence and the Greek conception of being.
I believe that the crucial diVerence is that in Greek the existential
uses of einai are always potentially predicative, whereas the verb to exist
in modern languages does not allow predicates. That is one reason why
the copula–existence dichotomy tends to distort the Greek data, and
why I propose to replace it with a distinction between the syntactic
and semantic functions of einai, as explained above.
In an appendix to Essay 8 I originally oVered arguments in favor of

the traditional view of the chariot ride in Parmenides’ proem as a
movement from darkness to light, and against the more recent view of
the proem as a katabasis or descent into the underworld. These argu-
ments are transferred here to my concluding Postscript on Parmenides.

Charles Kahn
Philadelphia, 27 March 2008
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1

The Greek Verb ‘To Be’ and
the Concept of Being*

I am concerned in this paper with the philological basis for Greek
ontology; that is to say, with the raw material which was provided for
philosophical analysis by the ordinary use and meaning of the verb
einai, ‘to be’. Roughly stated, my question is: How were the Greek
philosophers guided, or inXuenced, in their formulation of doctrines of
Being, by the prephilosophical use of this verb which (together with its
nominal derivatives on and ousia) serves to express the concept of Being
in Greek?
Before beginning the discussion of this question, I would like to say

a word about the implications of posing it in this form. I take it for
granted that all thinking is conditioned to some extent by the structure
of the language in which we express or formulate our thoughts, and
that this was particularly true for the Greek philosophers, who knew
no language but their own. However, I do not assume (as many
modern critics seem to do) that such linguistic conditioning is neces-
sarily a limitation, or a disadvantage. A partial disadvantage it may be,
since a logical confusion can arise easily in one language which would

* This paper is based upon conclusions drawn from a larger study of einai which is being
prepared for publication in one of the forthcoming volumes on The Verb ‘Be’ and its Synonyms
in the supplementary series of Foundations of Language. [The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greek
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973; repr. Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 2003)]
This paper was presented on two occasions in December 1965, very nearly in the above

form: to a philosophy colloquium at the University of Texas and to the Society for Ancient
Greek Philosophy meeting in New York. It was also circulated in mimeograph form. As a
consequence, I have made minor revisions in the text and added these afterthoughts. I am
indebted to a number of friends and colleagues for helpful criticism, and in particular to
Alexander Mourelatos and Anthony Kenny for their detailed comments.



be impossible in another. But a philosopher—even a philosopher
ignorant of other languages—is always free to make a distinction
which the language does not make for him, just as he is free to ignore
a distinction built into the vocabulary or syntax of his speech, when he
does not Wnd this linguistic datum of philosophic importance.
(A familiar example of the Greek philosopher’s freedom in this respect
is the irony which Socrates displays whenever he refers to Prodicus’
practice of distinguishing between the meaning of near-synonyms.)
The fact that Greek philosophy has been fruitfully translated into other
tongues—notably into a language so diVerent as Arabic—suggests that
it is not language-bound in any very narrow sense.
On the other hand, it is clear that any given language permits the

native speaker to formulate certain notions, or to make certain dis-
tinctions, more easily and more spontaneously than others. To this
extent, one language—and I mean one natural language, of course—
may be philosophically more adequate than another. In this sense,
I would suggest that ancient Greek is one of the most adequate of
all languages, and that the possession of such a language was in fact
a necessary condition for the success of the Greeks in creating western
logic and philosophy—and, I suspect, also for their success in creating
theoretical science and rigorous mathematics, but this second point
might be harder to defend. j

½½246�� In any case, I do not intend to argue the superior merits of Greek as a
language for philosophy, nor to maintain any general thesis about the
relationship between philosophic thought and the structure of a given
language. I mention these larger questions only to make clear that I wish
to leave themopen. All I hope to show is that some features of the use and
meaning of einai—features which are less conspicuous or entirely lacking
for the verb ‘to be’ in most modern languages—may cast light on the
ontological doctrines of the Greeks by bringing out the full signiWcance,
and the unstated presuppositions, of the concepts expressed by esti, einai,
on, and ousia. In other words, I propose to use the philological material in
a purely instrumental way, not as a stick with which to beat the ancient
thinkers for ignoring distinctions whichwe take for granted, but as a tool
for the more adequate understanding of the Greek doctrines from their
own point of view, including those ideas which theGreeks could take for
granted but which we are inclined to ignore.
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It is scarcely necessary to emphasize how important a role the
concept of Being has played in the philosophical tradition which
stretches from antiquity through the middle ages down into modern
thought. Except perhaps for the concept of Nature, it would be hard
to mention a philosophic idea which has enjoyed a comparable inXu-
ence. The concept of Being is still very much alive today, at least in
German philosophy: witness Heidegger’s intensive study of what he
calls the Seinsfrage, and Gottfried Martin’s recent deWnition of ‘Allge-
meine Metaphysik’ by reference to the classical question: Was ist das
Sein? Yet we cannot blink the fact that, in English and American
philosophy at any rate, the concept of Being is likely to be regarded
with great suspicion, as a pseudoconcept or a mere confusion of several
distinct ideas. The most obvious distinction which seems to us to be
ignored in the notion of Being is that between existence and predica-
tion. The logician will go further, and point out that the word ‘is’
means one thing when it represents the existential quantiWer, some-
thing else when it represents class inclusion or class membership,
something else when it represents identity, and so forth.
I shall here leave aside the distinctions based upon the logic of classes

and the strict notion of identity (as governed by Leibniz’s law), because
I do not Wnd these distinctions reXected or respected in the actual usage
of the verb ‘to be’ in Greek, or in English either for that matter.1 But
the distinction between the ‘is’ of existence and the ‘is’ of predication is
now so well½½247�� j established in our own thought, and even in the usage of
our language, that it cannot be ignored in any discussion of Being.
I begin, therefore, with the classic statement of this distinction by John
Stuart Mill, who claimed that

many volumes might be Wlled with the frivolous speculations concerning the
nature of being . . . which have arisen from overlooking this double meaning
of the word to be; from supposing that when it signiWes to exist, and when it
signiWes to be some speciWed thing, as to be a man, . . . to be seen or spoken
of, . . . even to be a nonentity, it must still, at bottom, answer to the same
idea. . . . The fog which rose from this narrow spot diVused itself at an early
period over the whole surface of metaphysics (Logic I. iv. i).

1 Of course both languages do have devices for making these distinctions, but they depend
upon the use of deWnite and indeWnite articles rather than upon that of the verb. And Greek is
notably freer than English in the use (and omission) of both articles.
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Mill’s distinction has not only been built into the symbolism of
modern logic; it has also been taken over, with remarkable unanimity,
into the standard descriptive grammars of ancient Greek. Although the
distinction was almost a new one for Mill, it has now become trad-
itional.2 I shall not question the use of this distinction in logic, but
I have very grave doubts about its appropriateness in Greek grammar.
For one thing, there is the practical diYculty of applying Mill’s
dichotomy. I can Wnd no evidence for such a distinction in the usage
of the classical authors, who pass blithely back and forth between uses
which we might identify as existential and copulative. I have seen
exegetes furrowing their brow over the question whether Plato in a
given passage of the Sophist means us to take einai in the existential or
the copulative sense, whereas in fact he shows no sign of wishing to
confront us with any such choice.
But there is a graver theoretical disadvantage in the traditional

dichotomy between the existential and the predicative uses of ‘to
be’. It confounds a genuine syntactic distinction—between the abso-
lute and predicative constructions of the verb—with a further semantic
contrast between the meaning ‘to exist’ and some other meaning or
absence of meaning. This fusion of a syntactic and a semantic criterion
into a single antithesis could be justiWed only if there were a direct
correlation between the two; i.e. only if (1) the absolute use of the verb
is always existential in meaning, and (2) the verb ‘to be’ in the
predicative construction is always devoid of meaning, serving as a
merely formal or grammatical device for linking the predicate with
the subject. But these assumptions seem to me dubious for English, and
false for Greek. In English the existential idea is expressed by the
special locution ‘there is’ and not by the verb ‘to be’ alone. A sentence
like ‘I think therefore I am’ is possible only in philosophy—or in
poetry. There are, on the other hand, clear vestiges of an absolute
use which was not strictly existential: j ½½248��‘When will it be?’ (¼ ‘occur’);
‘Let be’ (¼ ‘remain as it is’); but such uses are marginal in comparison
to the universal prevalence of the copulative use of ‘to be’ with

2 Mill believed that his father was ‘the Wrst who distinctly characterized the ambiguity’
(loc. cit.). See also the younger Mill’s comments in the second edition of James Mill’s
Analysis of the Phenomena of the HumanMind (London: Baldwin&Cradock, 1869), i. 182 n. 54.
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predicate nouns, adjectives, and prepositional phrases. In historical
terms one may say that the rule that every sentence must have a
Wnite verb has resulted in such an expansion of the predicative use of
‘to be’ that the original, semantically fuller use of the verb has been
obscured or lost. But this decay of the absolute usage in most modern
languages may give us a false idea of the original range and force of the
verb. In Greek, by contrast, where the absolute construction of ‘to be’
is in full vigor, it does not necessarily mean ‘to exist’ (as we shall see).
On the other hand, since nonverbal predicates in Greek do not
automatically require a copulative esti, the tendency towards a purely
formal use of the verb, devoid of semantic content, is not as far
advanced. Because the predicative verb is never obligatory, it may be
used with a certain variety of semantic nuances.
My position, then, is that Mill’s dichotomy is applicable to Greek

only as a syntactic distinction between the absolute and the predica-
tive construction, and that even from the point of view of syntax the
distinction is not as easy to deWne as one might suppose. But seman-
tically the distinction is worse than useless, for it leads us to take the
idea of existence for granted as the basic meaning of the Greek verb.
Now if by a word for existence one means simply an expression
which we would normally render into English by ‘there is’, then it is
clear that the Greek verb esti often has this sense. But if we under-
stand the phrase ‘there is’ as representing a univocal concept of
existence for a subject of predication, as distinct from the content
of the predication itself—as distinct from the ‘essence’ of the subject
or the kind of thing it is (as we often do, for example, when we read
the existential quantiWer ‘(9x)’ as ‘there is something of which the
following is true’)—if this generalized positing of a subject as ‘real’ is
what we mean by existence, then I would be inclined to deny that
such a notion can be taken for granted as a basis for understanding the
meaning of the Greek verb. On the contrary, I suggest that a more
careful analysis of the Greek notion of Being might provoke us into
some second thoughts about the clarity and self-evidence of our
familiar concept of existence.
Let me cite some evidence for what may seem the rather scandalous

claim that the Greeks did not have our notion of existence. In the
chapter of his philosophical lexicon which is devoted to the topic
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‘being’ or ‘what is’, to on (Met. ˜ 7), Aristotle distinguishes four basic
senses of ‘to be’ in Greek:

1. being per accidens, or random predication (i.e. ‘X is Y’, without
regard to the logical status of subject and predicate);

2. being per se, or predication in good logical form according to the
scheme j ½½249��of the categories (e.g. when a quality is predicated of a
substance). Here einai is said to have as many senses as there are
categories, and Aristotle points out that a construction with ‘to
be’ may be substituted for any Wnite verb, e.g. ‘he is walking’ for
‘he walks’;

3. einai and esti may mean ‘is true’, and the negative means ‘is false’.
An example is ‘Socrates is musical’, if one says this (with em-
phasis) because it is true;

4. Finally, ‘being’ may mean either being in potency or being in act.
‘For we say that something is seeing both when it is potentially
seeing (capable of sight) and when it is actually seeing.’

Aristotle’s procedure here is not purely lexical: he is analyzing
ordinary usage in the light of his philosophical conceptions. But my
point is that neither Aristotle’s own conceptual scheme nor the normal
usage of the verb obliges him to make any place for a sense of einai
which we would recognize as distinctively existential. Furthermore, in
every one of Aristotle’s examples the verb is construed as predicative,
although the general topic for the chapter is given in the absolute form,
‘what is’.3 The syntactic distinction between predicative and absolute
construction is treated here as of no consequence whatever.
As a second illustration of the gap between Greek ‘being’ and our

notion of existence, I take the famous opening sentence from

3 How could the existential sense be Wtted into Aristotle’s analysis? There are two possibil-
ities: (1) in the categorical use for primary substances, which ‘are’ in themost fundamental sense,
and (2) in the use of, einai for potency and act. But the category of substance is actually referred to
by a formula for ‘essence’: ti esti (1017a25), whereas the potency–act distinction can apply to any
type of predication. One of the examples of potency is locational, and this approximates to our
existential, as will be seen below: ‘the statue of Hermes is (potentially) in the stone’ (1017b7).
The modern distinction between copula and verb of existence is really quite irrelevant to

the analysis ofMet. ˜ 7. But there are other passages in Aristotle which require more careful
study in this connection. For example, Aristotle (like Plato before him) recognizes the
possibility of sophistic fallacy involved in shifting from the predicative to the absolute
construction, from einai ti to haplōs einai (Soph. El. 167a2; De Int. 21a18–28; cf. Met.
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Protagoras’ work On Truth: ‘Man is the measure of all things, of what
is, that it is, of what is not, that it is not’ (�H� �b� Z��ø� ‰� 	��Ø�, �H�

b �PŒ Z��ø� ‰� �PŒ 	��Ø�). This is as signiWcant and emphatic a use of
the verb as Greek can oVer. Since the construction is absolute, we
might be inclined to interpret the verb as existential here. But there are
two diYculties in the way of such an interpretation. j ½½250��In the Wrst place,
Protagoras clearly intends to make men the measure of all things, i.e. of
all matters of fact or alleged fact, not merely of questions of existence.
His statement is more appropriate as the opening sentence of a work
on truth if we give the verb a very general sense: ‘Man is the measure
of what is the case, that it is the case, and of what is not so, that it is not
so’. The second objection to understanding the verb as existential here
is that Plato, when he quotes this dictum in the Theaetetus, immedi-
ately goes on to explain it by means of the predicative construction: ‘as
each thing seems to me, such is it for me; as it seems to you, such is it for
you’ (�xÆ K��d çÆ����ÆØ, ��ØÆF�Æ 	��Ø� K���). And he illustrates by the
example of a wind which is cold for one man, but not for another.
Unless Plato is radically misrepresenting Protagoras (which is at least
unlikely), Protagoras himself must have intended his dictum to apply
to facts stated in the predicative, and not merely in the existential form.
Even if Plato were misinterpreting Protagoras, his interpretation would
show that for a Greek philosopher the meaning of a strong use of einai
in the absolute construction is not necessarily existential. Plato’s exe-
gesis becomes entirely natural and intelligible if we understand the
absolute use of einai as I have suggested: as an aYrmation of fact in
general, as ‘what is so’ or ‘what is the case’. The existential use, e.g. for
an aYrmation such as ‘there are atoms and the void’, would then be
included as a special case of the general factual assertion intended by
Protagoras’ statement hōs esti. If man is the measure of all things, ‘that
they are so or not so’, then he is the measure of the existence or

1030a25–7). This led Grote to claim that Aristotle had anticipated Mill’s discovery of ‘the two
distinct functions of the substantive verb’; see his Aristotle, 3rd edn., ed. A. Bain and G. C.
Robertson (London: 1883). Since I holdMill’s distinction to be erroneous (at least for Greek),
I am not inclined to claim it for Aristotle. For haplōs einai in Aristotle see the Postscripta.
The medieval-modern concept of the copula has its historical roots in De Int. 16b22–5 and

19b19–22, but I do not believe that our copula is what Aristotle himself had in mind. On this
point further discussion is called for. (See Essay 2.)
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nonexistence of atoms just as he is the measure of the being-cold or
not-being-cold of the wind.
These remarks are intended to render plausible my claim that, for

the philosophical usage of the verb, the most fundamental value of einai
when used alone (without predicates) is not ‘to exist’ but ‘to be so’, ‘to
be the case’, or ‘to be true’. It is worth noting that this meaning of the
verb, which appears among the four uses listed in the chapter ofMet. ˜
summarized above (where Aristotle recognizes the sense of truth even
in the predicative construction, when esti appears in the emphatic initial
position, 1017a33–5), is elsewhere described by Aristotle as the ‘strict-
est’ or ‘most authoritative’ sense of ‘to be’ (Met. ¨ 10. 1051b1: to
kuriōtata on). Recent editors, notably Ross and Jaeger, are unhappy
about this statement, and would like to ‘emend’ it in various ways. My
argument suggests that they are wrong, and that the text is entirely in
order. I understand Aristotle to be saying that, from a philosophic
point of view, this use of einai is the most basic and the most literal
meaning of the verb.
In any case, quite apart from the question of philosophic usage, there is

absolutely no doubt that this meaning of ‘to be’ (namely ‘to be so, to be j ½½251��
true’) is one of the oldest idiomatic uses of the verb in Greek, and indeed
in Indo-European. In particular, the present participle *sont- of the Indo-
European verb *es- forms one of the standard expressions for truth, or for
what is the case, in many diVerent languages. A derivative of this
participle still serves as the normal word for ‘true’ and ‘truth’ in languages
so far apart as Norwegian (sann and sannhet) and Hindi (sac, satya).4 In
English we have a cognate form of this old Indo-European participle of
‘to be’ in ‘sooth’, ‘soothsayer’. When Gulliver’s Houyhnhnms call a lie
‘saying the thing which is not’, they are not only speaking classic Greek
(as Swift no doubt knew) but they are also speaking authentic Indo-
European (which he could scarcely have guessed).
In Greek, this Indo-European idiom is represented in Attic by the

frozen use of the participle in the dative, tōi onti, ‘really, truly’, by
the equivalent adverbial form ontōs, and by the absolute use of the
Wnite verb in esti tauta, ‘these things are so’—one of the standard

4 See H. Frisk, ‘ ‘‘Wahrheit’’ und ‘‘Lüge’’ in den indogermanischen Sprachen’, Göteborgs
Hogskolas Arsskrift, 41/3 (1935), 4 V.
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formulae of assent in the Platonic dialogues. The free use of the
participle in this sense also occurs in Attic, but it is more characteristic
of Ionic prose (as in the fragment of Protagoras). The fullest evidence is
in Herodotus, where Powell’s Lexicon lists ten instances of the idiom.
For example, when Croesus asks Solon who is the happiest of mortals,
the wise Athenian refuses to Xatter the king but �fiH K���Ø åæÅ�������,
‘using verity’—sticking to the truth—he answers: Tellus of Athens
(Hdt. 1. 30. 3).
Much more evidence might be cited, but this should suYce to show

that the old Indo-European use of *es- for ‘to be true, to be so’ is well
preserved in Greek, and particularly in Ionic, the dialect in which the
language of Greek philosophy Wrst took shape. Some of the implica-
tions of this fact may be suggested if we brieXy consider the possibility
of interpreting the ‘being’ (eon) of Parmenides in this sense. His initial
thesis, that the path of truth, conviction, and knowledge is the path of
‘what is’ or ‘that it is’ (hōs esti), can then be understood as a claim that
knowledge, true belief, and true statement are all inseparably linked to
‘what is so’—not merely to what exists but to what is the case. If we
understand the verb and participle here as in Herodotus and Protag-
oras, Parmenides’ doctrine of Being is Wrst and foremost a doctrine
concerning reality as what is the case. But if this is a valid interpretation,
the familiar charge against Parmenides—that he confused the existen-
tial and the predicative sense of ‘to be’—is entirely beside the point.
For, as we saw in connection with Protagoras, both the existential and
the predicative uses of the verb are special cases of the generalized
usage for truth and falsity, for aYrmation and denial.
Of course it may still be true that Parmenides’ argument contains a

fallacy j ½½252��of equivocation. But the task of an interpreter is to show
precisely what sense of einai the philosopher begins with, and how he
inadvertently passes to another. This task is a delicate one, and it must
not be short-circuited by introducing the modern dichotomy between
existence and predication as a prefabricated solution.
Before leaving this Wrst, most general sense of einai—which I will

refer to as the sense of verity or the veridical usage—I would call
attention to two points. The Wrst is the close logical connection
between this usage and the grammatical function of the verb in
predication. For every fact, every case of being-so, can be formulated
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by a predicative usage of ‘to be’ (even if this formulation happens to be
logically misleading, as in a predication of existence: e.g. ‘John is
existent’). Without this unlimited Xexibility of the predicative con-
struction, it is hard to see how the verb einai could ever have acquired
its very general sense of ‘to be so’. Furthermore, any predication in the
indicative normally implies an assertion, and an assertion means a claim
to truth. (By ‘normally’ I mean when the indicative is used independ-
ently, not as part of a disjunction or a conditional. Even in such uses,
however, the truth claim of the indicative remains a factor in the
meaning of the compound proposition, since the truth-value of the
latter is a function of the truth-values of the components, although
truth is not actually claimed for the components taken separately.)
Hence, although I have denied that the predicative use of einai forms
a distinct pole in a basic dichotomy of usage, I do not mean to deny the
fundamental role played by this construction in the total meaning of
the verb, and most particularly in the sense of verity.
The second point I wish to make about the veridical usage is its

essential ambiguity. ‘To be true’ is not quite the same thing as ‘to be the
case’. What is true or false is normally a statement made in words; what
is the case or not the case is a fact or situation in the world. The veridical
use of einai may mean either one (or both), just as our own idiom ‘it is
so’ may refer either to a statement or to the fact stated. Now there is a
one-to-one correspondence between what is the case and the truth of
the statement that it is the case. The statement that the door is open is
true if and only if the door is in fact open. This logical connection
between truth and fact is no doubt the unconscious basis of the ambi-
guity of usage of ta onta in an expression like legein ta onta, which we
may translate either as ‘to tell the truth’ or ‘to state the facts’ (although
the second rendering is the more literal). In an expression like ho eōn
logos in Herodotus, however, we can only render the phrase as ‘the true
account’. But of course the account is true precisely because it states the
facts as they are; because it says what is the case. Because of this necessary
connection between truth and fact, no confusion normally results from
the ambiguity in the veridical use of einai. But this ambiguity j ½½253��may
nevertheless turn out to be of considerable importance in understand-
ing the relationship between language and reality which the Greek
philosophers take for granted. The relationship which this ambiguity
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reXects seems to me to play a fundamental role both in Plato’s doctrine
of Forms and in Aristotle’s notion of essence (to ti ēn einai). It is not
irrelevant to recall that Plato’s description of the Forms as ta ontōs onta
may be rendered equally well as ‘what is truly true’ or ‘what is really
real’. The language of Greek ontology naturally lends itself to the view
that the structure of reality is such as to be truly expressed in discourse.
For the Greek concept of truth is precisely this: ta onta legein hōs esti, ta
mē onta hōs mē esti, to say of the things that are (the case) that they are,
and of the things that are not that they are not.5

I said earlier, in criticism of Mill’s dichotomy, that the absolute
construction of einai is not necessarily existential in meaning. This
claim has now been vindicated by our discussion of the veridical
sense of the verb. For although this sense is quite distinct from the
meaning ‘to exist’, it is normally expressed by the absolute construc-
tion. Of course it may be found in the predicative construction as well.
Consider Aristotle’s example: esti Sokratēs mousikos, Socrates ismusical,
he really is so. This sense of verity is actually implicit in every assertion,
latent in every predicative use of ‘to be’ for a statement of fact. (That is
why some philosophers claim that to say of a statement that it is true is
simply to make the statement over again.) But in any given sentence,
the latent veridical value of ‘to be’ may be brought out by emphasis, or
by an unusual position early in the clause (as in Aristotle’s example). A
moment’s reXection will show that this is to some extent true even for
the English verb ‘to be’. If we emphasize the verb in pronunciation we
bring to light a veridical value which otherwise passes unnoticed: ‘The
man is clever, I tell you!’. A similar eVect is obtained by contrasting
‘The man is clever’ with ‘The man seems clever’. We may here leave
open the question of whether this veridical value of the English verb
could be considered part of its proper meaning, or whether it accrues
to the predicative verb simply in virtue of the truth claim implicit in
any predication in the indicative. There is at all events an intimate

5 Plato,Cratylus 385b7, Sophist 263b; cf. Aristotle,Met. 1011b27. The formula is implicit in
Parmenides, and explicit in the fragment of Protagoras quoted above. The translation given
in the text reXects the natural syntax of ‰� 	��Ø�, e.g. in Protagoras or Aristotle. Plato,
however, often seems to play on the alternative construction (taking ‰� as adverb rather than
as conjunction) and thus to take the formula as meaning: ‘to speak of the things which are just
as they are . . . ’.
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connection between the predicative usage, and the sense of verity, as
I have already observed. But if the veridical value of ‘to be’ is almost
never called to our attention in English, that is not the case for the
predicative construction in Greek, where an emphatic use of the verb
in this sense is often indicated by an unusual position, j ½½254��or even by
repetition.6 When we recall that the usual formula for truth is absolute
in form (as in to on or esti tauta), we see that here is one fundamental
semantic value of einai which is quite indiVerent to the syntactic
distinction between absolute and predicative construction.
In the remainder of this paper I will discuss two other features of the

use and meaning of einai whose philosophical role is not as basic as that
of the veridical sense which has concerned us thus far, but which
nevertheless throw some interesting light on the development of
Greek ontology. The Wrst feature is what is known in comparative
linguistics as the durative aspect. The second feature has not been
generally noticed and seems to have no deWnite name. I shall call it
the locative value of the verb.
A.The durative aspect. Since the time ofMeillet it has been well known

to linguists (though, unfortunately, not always to Hellenists) that the
stems of a Greek verb are characterized by a sharp aspectual contrast
between the present-imperfect, the aorist, and the perfect. This aspectual
distinction is to a large extent independent of tense, since both present
and past-imperfect tenses are formed from the ‘present’ stem, and the
same temporal opposition occurs between perfect and pluperfect, again
without change of stem. The aorist in turn is not necessarily a past tense,
not even in the indicative (cf. the so-called ‘gnomic aorist’). The diVer-
ence of verbal stem corresponds to a diVerence in the point of view from
which the action or state is considered: the present-imperfect stem
represents action as durative, as a state which lasts or a process which
develops in time; the aorist represents the action, by antithesis, as non-

6 An extreme case, where repetition and initial position combine to turn the ‘mere
copula’ into a strong asseveration of truth, is Euripides IT 721–2.

Iºº 	��Ø�, 	��Ø�, � º�Æ� 
ı��æÆ��Æ
º�Æ� 
Ø
�F�Æ ���Æ��º��, ‹�Æ� ��åfi Å.

It is worth noting that the Oxford English Dictionary lists the veridical use as one of the
recognized meanings of ‘to be’ in English: viz. ‘to be the case or the fact’, as in ‘so be it’ (s.v.
‘be’, B. I. 3).
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durative, either as the process pure and simplewithout regard to time (the
unmarked aspect), or at the moment of reaching its end (the ‘punctual’
aorist). The perfect represents not the process itself but rather a present
state resulting from past action.7

Most Greek verbs possess all three of these stems, or at least two;
but the verb einai is one of a rather small class of verbs which have
no aorist and no perfect.8 All tenses of einai (present, imperfect, and
future) are formed directly from the single, present-durative stem.
The absence of an aorist stem is a feature which einai inherited from
its Indo-European ancestor *es-. But j ½½255��whereas the aspectual re-
striction has been faithfully preserved in Greek down to the present
day (so that the modern Greek verb eimai ‘to be’ has no aorist and
no perfect), in most languages the conjugation of *es- has been
completed by introducing aorist or perfect forms from a diVerent
verbal root. Thus Latin incorporated fui, futurum into the system of
esse, just as English acquired be, been from the same root, and was,
were from another source (cf. German war, gewesen). As a result, the
verb ‘to be’ in these languages has lost (or at any rate gravely
weakened) the aspectual value which characterized the Indo-Euro-
pean stem *es-, whereas the Greek verb einai has faithfully pre-
served, or even strengthened, its durative character.
What is the philosophic signiWcance of this morphosemantic fact?

I think it may help us to understand (1) the Greek notion of eternity as
a stable present, an untroubled state of duration, (2) the classical
antithesis of Being and Becoming, and (3) the incommensurability
already noted between the Greek concept of being and the modern-
medieval notion of existence.
Let me illustrate these points brieXy.

(1) The gods in Homer and Hesiod are theoi aien eontes, ‘the gods who
are forever’. In this and in a whole set of related uses einai has practically
the sense ‘to be alive, to survive’. The gods are forever because they

7 See e.g. A. Meillet, Introduction à l’étude comparative des langues indo-européennes, 8th edn.
(Paris: Hackette, 1937), 195–7; P. Chantraine, Morphologie historique du grec, 2nd edn. (Paris:
Klincksieck, 1947), § 172.

8 A. Meillet and J. Vendryès, Traité de grammaire comparée, 1st edn. (Paris: Champion,
1924), 169, § 270.
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are deathless beings: their vital duration continues without end. Now,
strictly speaking, the gods are not eternal. As the Theogony informs us in
some detail, they have all been born: their vital duration had a temporal
beginning. It is the philosophers who introduce an absolute archē or
Beginning which is itself unbegun, a permanent and ungenerated
source of generation. The initiator here is probably Anaximander, but
we can see the result more clearly in the poem of Parmenides. His being
is forever in the strong sense: it is ungenerated (agenēton) as well as
unperishing (anōlethron). Limited neither by birth nor by death, the
duration of What is replaces and transcends the unending survival
which characterized the Olympian gods.
(2) Parmenides was also the Wrst to exploit the durative connota-

tions of einai by a systematic contrast with gignesthai, the verb which
normally provides an aorist for einai, and which expresses the devel-
opmental idea of birth, of achieving a new state, of emerging as novelty
or as event. In Parmenides as in Plato, the durative-present aspect of
einai thus provides the linguistic underpinning for the antithesis in
which Being is opposed to Becoming as stability to Xux.9

(3) This intrinsically stable and lasting character of Being in Greek— j ½½256��
which makes it so appropriate as the object of knowing and the correla-
tive of truth—distinguishes it in a radical way fromourmodern notion of
existence, insofar as the latter has preserved any of the original semantic
Xavor of Latin exsistere. For the aspectual features of the Latin verb are
entirely discrepant from those of einai, and actually closer to gignesthai.
Etymologically exsistere suggests a standing out or a stepping forth, a
coming-into-being, an emergence out of a dark background into the
light of day. The linguistic structure of the verb reinforces this idea, since
the preverb ex- implies the completion of a process while the aspect of
the reduplicated present is punctual rather than durative (in contrast to
stare).10 Instead of an antithesis to Becoming, exsistentia provides as it
were the perfect of gignesthai: the state achieved as a result of the process
of coming-to-be. And in fact the sense of existence was originally
acquired by the verb in the perfect: the existent was conceived literally

9 e.g. Theaet. 152d: ª�ª���ÆØ ����Æ L 
� çÆ��� �r�ÆØ, �PŒ OæŁH� �æ��Æª�æ�������· 	��Ø
�b� ªaæ �P
���� �P
��, I�N 
b ª�ª���ÆØ.
10 See Meillet and Vendryès, Traité, § 275.
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as ‘what has emerged’, id quod exstitit.11 Now what has emerged into the
light of day is in a sense the contingent, what might not have emerged
and what might easily disappear once more. Under the inXuence of the
biblical notion of Creation, and the radical distinction between essence
and existence which follows from it in the medieval doctrine of created
beings, these linguistic connotations of exsistentia were preserved and
developed at the theoretical level in the concept of a state of being which
is intrinsically provisional and precarious, hovering on the verge of
nothingness.12 These connotations have even survived the separation
from biblical theology and the translation into German, as one can see
from Heidegger’s account of Dasein as a foundationless Geworfenheit, a
state of being thrown where one has no place to stand.

The connotations of enduring stability which are inseparable from
the meaning of einai thus serve to distinguish the Greek concept of
Being from certain features of the modern notion of existence. The
Wnal point j ½½257��in our analysis of this meaning will help to bring the two
notions together.
B. The locative value of the verb ‘to be’. In considering what one may

loosely call the expression for existence in a number of non-Indo-
European languages—that is, the expression which serves to translate
‘there is . . . ’ or il y a—I was struck by the fact that many (though not
all) such expressions involve some allusion to place or location. Thus in
the African dialect Ewe the verb which renders ‘there is’ or ‘exists’
means literally ‘to be somewhere, to be present’. In Turkish, var and
yok mean ‘there is’ and ‘there is not’, respectively, but var is also used

11 See Thesaurus Linguae Latinae V2, p. 1873, l. 31. For the beginnings of the usage see
A. Ernout, ‘Exsto et les composés latins en ex-’, Bulletin de la société linguistique de Paris, 50
(1954), 18. The aspectual contrast between esse and exsistere is partially preserved in the
Spanish distinction between ser and estar.

12 I must here leave open the question of the inXuence of Arabic vocabulary upon the
medieval distinction between essence and existence. It is certainly of great importance that
the Arabs rendered to on and to einai by passive forms of the verb ‘to Wnd’ (rootWJD), so that
‘what is’ in Greek becomes ‘what is found’ (¼ ‘what exists’) in Arabic. Since to Wnd is to
locate, or discover the place of, the idiom reorients ‘being’ in the locative-existential sense.
(Cf. the parallel French idiom se trouver.) See the excellent remarks of A. C. Graham,
‘ ‘‘Being’’ in Linguistics and Philosophy’, Foundations of Language, 1 (1965) 226–7. If a full
history of the concept of existence is ever undertaken, it would also be important to study the
use of ���æåø, o�Ææ�Ø� from the Stoics on, and of �����Æ�Ø�, �����B�ÆØ as well.
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for statements of place and yok for absence. Now in Indo-European
the situation is often comparable. Not only is exsistere itself a spatial
metaphor, vaguely implying some local context, but expressions like
‘there is’ and ‘il y a’ make explicit use of the adverb for deWnite place. It
is interesting that in European languages where the old Indo-European
*es- has been preserved in the expression of existence, it has retained its
ancient existential force by the addition of such a local adverb: English
‘there is’; Italian c’è, ci sono; German dasein. And in Russian, where the
archaic forms yest and nyet (from *es-) serve by themselves for ‘there is’
and ‘there is not’, they alsomay mean ‘is present’ and ‘is not here’. Our
words ‘present’ and ‘absent’ themselves reXect the old locative use of
the verb, derived as they are from the obsolete participle of sum which
survives in historical Latin only in these forms: ab-sens, prae-sens. The
corresponding Indo-European idiom is well represented in Greek:
apesti, paresti.
Thus einai is quite normally used for ‘to be somewhere’ (with the

place speciWed by an adverbial word or phrase), to be in the presence of,
or remote from, some deWnite point of reference. The usual dichotomy
between the existential and the predicative usage of the verb would
require us to treat this locative use of the verb as merely ‘copulative’.
For the traditional doctrine assimilates the adverbial expression of place
to a nominal predicate: it treats ‘John is in the garden’ as if it were
syntactically parallel to ‘John is a gardener’. But this assimilation, like
the dichotomy onwhich it is based, seems tome radically mistaken. For
grammatical and philological reasons which cannot be fully presented
here, I am inclined to regard the locative as a distinct and fundamental
use of ‘to be’, from which the truly copulative use (with predicate
nouns and adjectives) might itself be derived. But regardless of whether
or not the locative use is more fundamental than the predicative,
I would insist that it is closer in meaning to what is usually called the
existential sense of the verb. So intimate is the link between these two
uses that I would myself prefer to speak in hyphenated terms of the
existential-locative sense. For example, nearly all of the uses of the verb
in Homer which we would recognize as existential are at the same time
statements of place, and it might be urged that the distinctly existential
value of the verb derives j ½½258��merely from its emphatic position in the
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sentence.13 On this view a statement of existence is as it were an
emphatic (or in some cases a vague and generalized) statement of
place: ‘There is an X’ means ‘Here, there, or somewhere in the world
is an X’.
The importance of the locative associations of einai for an understand-

ing of the ordinary existential use of the verb may be a matter on which
philologists will disagree. But I think there can be no disagreement
on the close connection between the ideas of existence and location in
Greek philosophical thought. We have from Presocratic times the well-
established axiom that whatever is, is somewhere; what is nowhere is nothing.14

As Plato puts it (stating not his own view, but that of Greek common
sense), ‘we say that it is necessary for everything which is real (�e k� –�Æ�)
to be somewhere in some place and to occupy some space, and that what
is neither on earth nor anywhere in heaven is nothing at all’ (Tim. 52b). If
existence and location are not identical in Greek thought, they are at least
logically equivalent, for they imply one another; that is, they do for the
average man, and for the philosophers before Plato. Hence the nous of
Anaxagoras, which is as spiritual or ‘mental’ a power as he could conceive,
is nonetheless thought of as located in place; namely, in the same place
‘where everything else is’ (fr. 14). The principle of Love for Empedocles is
an invisible force of attraction and a general law of combination by
rational proportion, but it is also to be found ‘swirling among’ the other
elements, ‘equal to them in length and breadth’ (fr. 17. 20–5). Even the
Being of Parmenides, the most metaphysical concept in Presocratic
thought, is compared to a sphere, and conceived as a solid mass extending
equally in all directions. It is not merely that Greek thought was instinct-
ively concrete: the very notion of being had local connotations. And so

13 The standard cases involve initial position for the verb:

	��Ø ��ºØ� ¯ç�æÅ �ıåfiH @æª��� ƒ�������Ø� (Il. 6. 152).
	��Ø 
� �Ø� ���Æ�e� �Ø�ı�œ�� �N� –ºÆ ��ººø�

Kªª�Ł�� �æ��Å�, ‹ŁØ ����Æ��� ˙H 
EÆ� (Il. 11. 722).

A less emphatic, but still unusual position

˚æ��Å �Ø� ªÆE  	��Ø, ���fiø K�d �Y���Ø ����fiø (Od. 19. 172).
14 See Gorgias B. 3. 70, in H. Diels and W. Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (Berlin:

Weidmann, 1960), ii. 280. 26 [¼ D.-K.] the principle seems to have been used earlier by
Zeno (Diels and Kranz, Fragmente, 29 A 24, Arist. Phys. 209a4). See also Phys. 208a29, b29 V.
(where it is traced back to Hesiod).
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Plato, when for the Wrst time he clearly introduced nonspatial entities into
a philosophical theory, was careful to situate his new Forms in a new kind
of place. What we are in the habit of calling the ‘intelligible world’ is
presented by Plato quite literally as an intelligible region or place, the
��Å�e� �����, conceived by analogy with the region known to sense-
experience, but sharply contrasted with it, in order to serve as the j ½½259��setting
for Plato’s radically newviewof Being. (Cf.Rep. 6. 508c1, 509d2, 517b5.)
How did the new view of Being arise? There could be many

answers to this question. I would like to end by suggesting one
which may at the same time serve as a summary of the main points
I have tried to make.
We began by admitting with Aristotle and Mill that ‘to be’ is not

univocal, and that any doctrine of Being is obliged to reckon with a
plurality of senses. Furthermore, the range of meaning of einai in Greek
is likely to be wider and richer than that of the corresponding verb in any
other language—andcertainly richer than theverb ‘tobe’ inmostmodern
languages. For that very reason, the traditional dichotomy between the
existential and thepredicativeuseof theverbwouldhave tobe rejected for
Greekas ahopelessoversimpliWcation, even if itwerenotvitiated fromthe
start by the confusion between a syntactic and a semantic criterion. The
syntactic distinction between the absolute andpredicative constructions is
a problem for grammarians, and perhaps a diYcult one. But I do not see
that it is of any great importance for an understanding of the philosophic
usage.15 Evenmore negligible is the question of the omission of the verb
esti, which is sometimes regarded as a characteristic feature of the copula-
tive construction. (In fact the omission of the verb seems to be a purely
stylistic feature, dictated by considerations of elegance or economy, and
with no necessary relation to the syntax ormeaning of the verb. The view
that the predicative verb may be omitted, the existential not, is a pure
myth. Democritus’ famous statement in fr. 9, ‘by custom (nomos) there is
sweet, by custom bitter, by custom hot, by custom color, but in reality
there are atoms and the void’, is the verymodel of an existential assertion,
but the verb ‘to be’ is omitted in every clause, including the last.16)j

15 The one important philosophic doctrine which seems to turn on the syntactic distinc-
tion is Aristotle’s separation of the questions ei esti and ti esti in Post. An. 2. See the Postscripta.

16 It has been suggested to me that instead of an existential 	��Ø, one might suppose that
some other term has been elliptically omitted in Democritus fr. 9 (¼ fr. 125): K��fi B 
b ¼���Æ
ŒÆd Œ����; e.g. one might understand º�ª��ÆØ or even the copula: ‘things really are . . . ’.
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½½260�� What I have tried to do, then, is to clarify the semantic content and
diversity of einai by concentrating on three features which are often
neglected, and which are largely indiVerent to the syntactic variation
between absolute and predicative construction. These three features—
which I call the veridical, the durative, and the locative (or locative-
existential) values of einai—although they do not directly account for
every particular usage of the verb, seem to point to what is most
fundamental for its use in philosophy. The durative aspect, being
inseparable from the stem, colors every use of the verb, including
every philosophical use. Whatever the real entities are for a philoso-
pher, these are the entities which endure. The locative connotation,
suggesting as it does a concretely spatial and even bodily view of what
is, inclines Greek philosophy towards a conception of reality as cor-
poreal. This fundamental corporealism (which in Greek thought is not
necessarily materialistic, but is compatible with hylozoism or even
with panpsychism) is a persistent trend in Presocratic philosophy, as
we have noted; it is not altogether absent from Aristotle; and it asserts
itself with equal force in the rival Hellenistic cosmologies of the Stoics
and the Epicureans. (It was still alive in the gnostic view of God from
which St Augustine struggled to free himself.) To claim that the Greek
view of reality was so persistently corporeal because their verb ‘to be’
had local connotations would no doubt be an exaggeration. But the
two facts are related, and the relationship may be illuminating in both
directions.
Neither the locative nor the durative values of einai, however,

explain the peculiarly momentous role of this term in the development
of western philosophy. Local concreteness and stable duration account

I doubt this. Even in the preceding clauses the adjectives represent the grammatical subject,
not a predicate for some understood subject like ‘things’: ���fiø ªºıŒ�means ‘sweet (is, exists)
by convention’, not ‘(things are, are called) sweet by convention’, since in the second case we
would have the plural ªºıŒ�Æ.
In any case, my point is not tied to this or to any other single example. For a striking

double omission of the locative-existential see Euthyphro 12b (and V.) ¥ �Æ ªaæ 
��� 	�ŁÆ ŒÆd
ÆN
��, ‘Where fear is, there also is awe.’ See also C. Guiraud, La phrase nominale en grec de
Homère à Euripide (Paris: Klincksieck, 1962), p. 163–98. Typical examples from Homer are:

�ºº X��Ø ��ŒÅ �b� IæÅØç�º�ı ����º��ı (Il. 4. 13)

and in the description of the Elysian Weld:

�P �Øç���� � , �h� iæ å�Ø�g� ��º��, �h�� ��� Z��æ�� (Od. 4. 566).

34 charles h. kahn



for certain characteristic features of the Greek concept of Being; they
do not account for the concept itself. In order to understand what
Being means for Plato, for Plotinus, and for Aristotle in the Metaphys-
ics, we must above all bear in mind the double sense of verity and fact
which I emphasized in the Wrst part of my paper. Being for these
philosophers as for Parmenides means what is or can be truly known
and truly said. To on is Wrst and foremost the object of true knowledge
and the basis or the correlative of true speech. It is by reference to these
two terms, epistēmē and logos, that the philosophical concept of Being
has its unity and its importance. Thus for Plato the stable realm of
Being is the proper object of knowledge as Becoming is of true
opinion.17 And it is in virtue of this relationship to knowing, and to
the parallel concept of noein, that Plato is able to introduce a range of
entities which are not bodily and not located in space.
The entities which populate Plato’s noētos topos are usually interpreted

as j½½261�� universal terms. But if ‘term’ means ‘noun’, it is clear that the Forms
must be more than that, if their mingling and interconnection is to make
discourse possible (Sophist 259e). Without entering upon an exegesis of
the theory of Forms, I would like to suggest that the Forms could be
thought of as analogous to ‘predicates’ in Quine’s sense, not as terms
alone but terms-plus-copula: not as Justice, for example, but as being-
just. Whatever else it means for an individual thing to participate in a
Form, it certainly means that the name of the Form is truly predicated of
it, or in Quine’s terminology that the Form as predicate is true of that
particular thing. This is perhaps what Plato has in mindwhen he says that
all Forms share in to on (Soph. 256e): they share in Being not simply as
existent realities but as being-so in some determinateway, as being-what-
they-are. (Here and throughout the Sophist Cornford’s rendering of the
strong or absolute use of einai as ‘existence’ seems to me systematically
misleading.) The being of the Forms so understood also makes better
sense of Aristotle’s �e �� q� �r�ÆØ—a strange formula which he never feels
called upon to explain. The formula means quite literally a thing’s being-
what-it-is, not merely the content or character of what-it-is (�e �� K��Ø),
the answer to the question, ‘What is it?’, but its being determinately so, as
a man or a dog or a triangle.

17 Republic 5. 478a–e. Cf. Timaeus 28a–c2.
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The Forms of Plato and the essences of Aristotle are certainly not
propositional in character, but they might thus be compared to open
sentences, with an unWlled place for the subject. This comparison is far
from satisfactory, since neither Form nor essence can be understood as
a linguistic entity: they constitute the objective concepts or (in some
sense) real entities which our linguistic predicates signify. What I mean
to suggest is that the linguistic signs for Form and essence are best
understood as predicates rather than as terms, as (open) statements
rather than as general names. But even if this turned out to be false
for the special doctrines of Form and essence, my main contention
here would not be aVected. For my contention is, Wrst, that the terms
on and onta are normally and idiomatically used for facts of a propos-
itional structure, and, second, that just as to eon in Herodotus regularly
constitutes the object of a verb of knowing or saying, so ‘being’ enters
philosophy as the object of knowledge and true speech. Now it is only
natural for the object of knowing to be conceived of after the pattern
of propositions; for what can be known and truly stated is what is the
case: a fact, situation, or relationship, not a particular thing or ‘object’
as such. The chief discrepancy between the Greek concept of Being
and the modern notion of existence lies precisely here; for we normally
assign existence not to facts or propositions or relations, but to discrete
particulars: to creatures, persons, or things.
Of course the Greek use of einai for localized existence tends to blur

this j½½262�� distinction, since what is somewhere is normally an individual
entity, precisely the kind of thing to which the modern notion of
existence applies. When what is is used in this locative sense, it inev-
itably tends to be conceived as thing-like rather than as fact-like. It is
not so much that the Greeks lack our notion of existence, as that they
lack our sense of its distinctness from essence or from the being-so of
fact and predication. This is true not only for the metaphysicians, but
also (as we saw) for a philosopher of common sense like Protagoras.
To put the matter in a nutshell, the ontological vocabulary of the

Greeks led them to treat the existence of things and persons as a special
case of the Bestehen von Sachverhalten. It is remarkable that not only onta
but every other Greek word for ‘fact’ can also mean ‘thing’, and vice
versa. (Cf. chrēmata ¼ pragmata in the fragment of Protagoras; ergon in
the contrast with logos: ‘in fact’ and ‘in word’; gegonota as the perfect of
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onta, etc.) This failure on the part of the Greeks (at least before the
Stoics) to make a systematic distinction between fact and thing under-
lies the more superWcial and inaccurate charge that they confused the
‘to be’ of predication with that of existence.
It may be thought that the neglect of such a distinction constitutes a

serious shortcoming in Greek philosophy of the classical period. But it
was precisely this indiscriminate use of einai and on which permitted
the metaphysicians to state the problem of truth and reality in its most
general form, to treat matters of fact and existence concerning the
physical world as only a part of the problem (or as one of the possible
answers), and to ask the ontological question itself: What is Being?—
that is, What is the object of true knowledge, the basis for true speech?
If this is a question worth asking, then the ontological vocabulary of
the Greeks, which permitted and encouraged them to ask it, must be
regarded as a distinct philosophical asset.

POSTSCRIPTA

1. This paper does not pretend to oVer a complete account of the
philosophical usage of �r�ÆØ. Perhaps the most important use which has
been omitted here is what I would call the ‘verb of whatness’, the use
made of �r�ÆØ in asking and answering the question �� K��Ø; it is this use
which underlines j½½263�� the Platonic phrase n 	��Ø for the Forms (since this
phrase reXects the Socratic question �� K��Ø; cf. Phaedo 75d1–3); the
question of whatness is directly exploited by Aristotle in his concepts of
�e �� K��Ø, �e �� q� �r�ÆØ, and ‹��æ K��� (�Ø). This �r�ÆØ of whatness
corresponds in part to the modern ‘is’ of identity, but the ancient usage is
oriented in a diVerent, more ontological and ‘essentialist’ direction. In
part, the peculiarities of this Greek usage are due to the pervasive inXu-
ence of the veridical sense: ‘what a thing is’ means what it really (truly) is.
2. It might be (and has been) asked, what can be new in Mill’s

distinction between existence and the copula, since Aristotle not
only notes the equivocation between �r�Æ� �Ø and �r�ÆØ ±�ºH� but
also emphasizes the contrast between the philosophical questions ��
K��Ø and �N 	��Ø, on the basis of which the medievals erected the
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systematic distinction between essence and existence. What then is
new in Mill’s dichotomy?

I answer that what is new in Mill is the assignment of the meaning
‘exists’ to ‘is’ when used alone, or when (as he says) it ‘has a meaning of
its own’ in addition to performing the function of the copula. For both
the terms of his dichotomyMill was of course drawing on a traditional,
indeed on a medieval analysis of ‘to be’. (The explicit interpretation of
‘to be’ as ‘to exist’ is as old as the esse existentiae of Duns Scotus.) But
Mill seems really to have been the Wrst philosopher to oVer just this pair
of concepts—copula plus existence—as an adequate analysis of the
meaning of the verb, and to correlate this antithesis with the syntactic
distinction between the predicative and the absolute construction.
Aristotle’s analysis of the sophistic shift from �r�Æ� �Ø to �r�ÆØ ±�ºH�

(or conversely) bears only a superWcial analogy to this dichotomy. One
may, if one chooses, explicate �r�Æ� �Ø by reference to the copula; but
�r�ÆØ ±�ºH� is not in general ‘to exist’. On the contrary, it is either an
indeterminate expression, since for Aristotle there is no one, single
meaning of ‘to be’, or else it refers speciWcally to the being of substances,
as the primary instance of being in general (�e �æ��ø� k� ŒÆd �P �d k�
Iºº k� ±�ºH� � �P��Æ i� �YÅ Met. ˘. 1. 1028a30). Substances for
Aristotle are, in the last analysis, living beings (ibid. 1040b5–10).
Therefore ±�ºH� �r�ÆØ, as the being of substance, is ultimately syn-
onymous with the old Homeric (and post-Homeric) use of 	��Ø for ‘is
alive’. (We may compare Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’.) Hence j½½264�� the
fallacy in passing from ‹ �Åæ�� K��Ø ��ØÅ��� to ‹ �Åæ�� 	��Ø�: Homer is
no longer (sc. a substance), for he is no longer alive (De Int. 21a18–28).
The fallacy at Soph. El. 167a1–4 may be explained along similar lines:
although it may be true to say �e �c Z� K��Ø 
��Æ����, ‘what is not (the
case) is an object of belief ’, there is no sense whatsoever in which �r�ÆØ
can be predicated per se of ‘that which is not (so)’. An existential
nuance is possible here, but certainly not unambiguously required. We
have an earlier example of the Wrst sophism in Plato, Euthydemus 283d:
Kleinias’ friends want to make him wise, i.e. to make him what he is
not, and to make him be no longer what he is now. But to make him
be no longer is to kill him (I��ºøº��ÆØ). What kind of friends are
these?
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3. As for the distinction between �N 	��Ø and �� K��Ø in Post. An. 2,
there is no denying that it provides the foundation for the classical
distinction between existence and essence. This distinction was sys-
tematically developed for the Wrst time in Hellenistic philosophy, in
regard to the knowledge of God: the standard formula is that we can
know the existence (o�Ææ�Ø�) of God, but not His essence (�P��Æ).
Philo seems to be the earliest extant author to put the distinction in this
form, but he must have taken it over from earlier works which are lost.
The terminology of ‘existence’ (��ÆæŒ���, I���ÆæŒ���, o�Ææ�Ø�),
although unknown to Aristotle, is in current philosophical use from
the time of Epicurus.18

The development of the concept of existence after Aristotle lies
outside the scope of this paper: I will limit myself to two observations.
The question �N 	��Ø is not univocal for Aristotle, for he has no univocal
concept of being or existence. But the situation is diVerent for the Stoics,
for whom ‘to be (real)’ means ‘to be a body’. And nearly the same is true
for the Epicureans. Even more momentous, however, is the change
which occurs when the biblical doctrine of Creation and of the inWnite
distance between Creator and creatures is taken as a basic principle in a
new ontology, i.e. in medieval metaphysics after Avicenna. For now
existence in the case of created beings is in one respect univocal: it is that
which God adds to the essences of things which he has, as it were,
determined in advance. Thus existence comes to be thought of as
something logically posterior, a kind of accident which supervenes to
the essence of what does or can exist. To make the point by exaggerating
the imagery: existence now tends to be thought of as the Wnal push into
actual being provided by the demiurge, as he sends things forth from his
precosmic workshop of logical possibilities. It is in this reversal of logical
priorities that I see the decisive shift away from Aristotle, and from j ½½265��the
Greeks. For when Aristotle makes his distinction between ‘essence’ and
‘existence’, he insists that the �N 	��Ø question must be answered Wrst: we
cannot know what a thing is unless we know that it is, for only real things
have essences (Post. An. 2. 7. 92b4–8).19

18 For the texts see Fr. A.-J. Festugière, La révélation d’Hermès Trismégiste, iv: le Dieu
inconnu et la gnose (Paris: Gabalda, 1945–54), ch. 1, esp. p. 11 n.

19 For the development of existence as a philosophical idea distinct from the Greek notion
of Being see E. Gilson, L’être et l’essence (Paris: Vrin, 1948), esp. chs. 3–5.
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4. Since this paper was completed I have had a chance to consult
G. E. L. Owen’s important study of the philosophical use of �r�ÆØ in
Aristotle: ‘Aristotle on the Snares of Ontology’20 Professor Owen
distinguishes what he calls being* (which has as many senses as there
are categories) from being**, ‘the use which is rendered by ‘‘il y a’’ or
‘‘es gibt’’, and represented in predicate logic by the formula ‘‘(9x) Fx’’ ’
(pp. 84–5.). He points out that Aristotle nowhere distinguishes these
two uses of the verb. I would go further. Only being* is an explicit
philosophical concept for Aristotle: it is precisely his notion of ‘being
proper’, �e k� ŒÆŁ Æ���. The second use, on the other hand, (being**)
corresponds to our notion of existence as represented by the quantiWer.
This second use certainly forms part of Aristotle’s language: it is an
idiomatic use of 	��Ø in Greek, and in Aristotle’s Greek. But it occupies
at best a marginal position within his conceptual scheme. In the
Metaphysics, at any rate, it seems never to constitute a topic for philo-
sophic discussion. In Posterior Analytics 2, where the question �N 	��Ø
suggests that this usage might be articulated as a concept, the analysis
remains rudimentary. A mere oversight? Or a lack of interest which is
philosophically motivated? Perhaps the latter: for Aristotle, ‘l’existence
d’une chose prise à part de son essence n’a pas de sens déWni’.21

Thus I would like to see Owen’s results as a conWrmation of the
view presented here: that we have no reason to suppose that our
notion of existence—the notion rendered by the quantiWer—can be
taken as the proper and fundamental meaning of the verb �r�ÆØ as used
by the Greek philosophers. In Aristotle, at any rate, the ‘existential’
interest in a question like �N 	��Ø remains quite isolated within a
conceptual scheme almost wholly oriented in other directions: towards
the being of the categories, towards the veridical, towards �P��Æ as
whatness, as substance, and as actuality.

20 In R. Bambrough (ed.), New Essays on Plato and Aristotle (New York: Humanities,
1965).

21 S. Mansion, Le jugement d’existence chez Aristote (Lonvain: Editions de L’Institut Supér-
ieur de Philosophie, 1946), 243; cf. pp. 260–5.
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2

On the Terminology for
Copula and Existence

Dear Richard,
Here is my birthday oVering: a note on two problems in the history

of philosophical terminology, one of which we have often discussed.
Since the history of both terms involves Islamic philosophy as well as
the ancient and medieval material considered here, the Arabic texts
will have to be discussed for any complete study of either problem.
What I oVer here is something more modest, only a preliminary
gathering of data for the history of the terms copula and existence
together with some remarks on the decisive contribution of Abelard
to the classical theory of the copula.
The two terms are regularly paired oV against one another in the

traditional theory of the verb to be; for example, in Mill’s Logic or in
the classical handbooks of Greek and Indo-European syntax.1 As far as
I know, the earliest grammatical discussion to combine and contrast
just these two terms in an analysis of be is Gottfried Hermann’s De
emendanda ratione graecae grammaticae (1801), where the concepts of
copula and existence are imported from Christian WolV ’s logic in
order to provide a rational explanation (and ‘correction’) of the rules
for the accentuation of K��� in ancient Greek.2 Thus the use of just this

1 See J. S. Mill, A System of Logic, Ratiocinative and Inductive (London: Parker, 1843), I. iv. §
1; R. Kühner and B. Gerth, Ausführliche Grammatik, (Hanover/Leipzig: Hahn, 1904) Satz-
lehre I, § 345.3; B. Delbrück, Vergleichende Syntax, iii (¼ K. Brugmann and B. Delbrück,
Grundriss der vergleichenden Grammatik der indogermanischen Sprachen (Strasbourg: Trübner,
1886–1900), v, § 5.

2 G. Hermann, De Emendanda Ratione Graecae Grammaticae (Leipzig: Gerhard Fleischer,
1801), 84. For his rationalist motives see the preface, p. vi. For the philosophical inXuences on
Hermann see Delbrück, Vergl. Syntax, I (¼ Brugmann and Delbrück, Grundriss, iii), 25–7.



brace of terms is established by the beginning of the nineteenth
century. It may be older than that, but probably not much older.
The standard terminology is at best embryonic in Kant’s discussion
of the relations between predication and existence in his criticism of
the ontological argument (Kritik der reinen Vernunft, A 592 (¼ B 620) V.).
On the other hand, the distinction between the copulative and exist-
ential uses of be was drawn in antiquity, but without two terms
corresponding to copula and existence. Of the authors I have looked
at, Abelard is the one who comes closest to anticipating the dichotomy
of Hermann and Mill, but even Abelard does not employ existentia as a
technical expression for ‘existence’.
I am concerned here not with the pairing of the terms copula and

existentia in the eighteenth or nineteenth century but with their separate
history in the earlier period. Both Latin terms are Wxed in their standard
uses in medieval j½½142�� philosophy. The term copula occurs in Abelard and
almost every later writer on logic. The technical sense of existentia
(specifying the use of esse which contrasts with essentia, together with
a connotation of actuality as opposed to potency) is perhaps not clearly
attested before the esse existentiae of Duns Scotus. In both cases there
are obvious roots for the medieval usage in classical Greek philosophy.
Yet in both cases the connection between the ancient and medieval
terminology is more problematic than one might suppose.

1. Copula

Prantl tells us that Abelard is the Wrst extant Latin author to use copula as
a technical term for est in the categorical proposition homo est mortalis.3

The Kneales give this as the usual view, but suggest that the term may
have appeared in earlier medieval discussions of the role of est in such
propositions.4 I do not venture any guesses about the terminology of

3 C. Prantl, Geschichte der Logik im Abendlande, 2nd edn. (Graz: Druck, 1885, repr. 1955),
ii. 197with n. 370. Prantl cites from theDialectica (p. 161 in the edition of De Rijk, 1956). He
did not know Abelard’s earlier work on logic, the so-called Logica ‘Ingredientibus’ (quoted
below as ‘LI’ ), Wrst published by Geyer in 1919–27, where the term copula appears in the
relevant sense in at least two passages. See below.

4 W. Kneale and M. Kneale The Development of Logic (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962), 208.
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unrecorded or unpublished discussions but, as we shall see, Abelard’s
early usage of the word suggests that copula was not yet a Wxed term. If
that is so, Abelard must be personally responsible for the classical
terminology. It is clear that (as Prantl noted) the noun does not
occur in the corresponding sense either in Boethius, who is Abelard’s
chief authority, or in the latter’s translation of Aristotle. Boethius does
use the verb copulare and its abstract noun copulatio to describe the
function of est, following Aristotle’s use of the terms ���Ł��Ø� and
�ı��º�Œ�. It is easy enough to see how Abelard’s use of the term copula
develops in a natural way out of Boethius’ language. But the impres-
sion remains that both the term copula and, in part, the theory it is
designed to convey are Abelard’s own.
We can surely neglect Prantl’s suggestion that Abelard was indebted

to a Byzantine terminology represented in the Synopsis attributed to
Michael Psellus, since this work is now generally recognized as a Greek
translation of the later Summulae logicales of Peter of Spain.5 Further-
more, it is worth noting that in the passage quoted by Prantl from
pseudo-Psellus the Greek equivalent of copula (namely ���
�����)
is introduced not as a technical term but as a simile: the verb K���
joins predicate with subject ‘like a kind of link’ ��F�� �e ÞB�Æ �e
� K���� �ıÇ��ª�ı�Ø ŒÆŁ���æ �Ø� ���
����� �e £� ���a ��F ���æ�ı.6

This, as we shall see, is very close to the traditional language of the
Greek commentators on Aristotle, and clearly shows that it was not in
Greek usage that copula (or ���
�����) had become a Wxed term of
logic.
On the other hand, we should take note of the fact that before j ½½143��

Abelard the Arabic equivalent of copula (namely rābit.a) does seem to be
fully established as a technical expression, judging from translations
such as the following:

La troisième partie de la proposition est l’idée de rapport et le lien par lequel
seulement une proposition est composée. Ce n’est pas que l’homme soit
homme, mais qu’il soit sujet; ni que l’animal soit animal, mais qu’il soit

5 Prantl, Geschichte, ii. 197 n. 370, with 273 n. 11. For the dependence of pseudo-Psellus
on a Latin original see J. Mullally, The ‘Summulae logicales’ of Peter of Spain (Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1945), pp. ix–xi.

6 Prantl, Geschichte, II. 273 n. 11, citing the edn of Ehinger, I. 5. 13. The passage also
seems to use �e �ı�
�� as translation of copula. In modern Greek the term is �e �ı�
��ØŒ��.
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prédicat. Or il en est ainsi par un lien entre eux deux, indiqué parfois par un
troisième mot . . . et il s’appelle copule.’7

I am told that this usage is Wxed in Islamic philosophy at least from the
time of Al-Fārābı̄ in the early tenth century. Unless further evidence is
forthcoming for Arabic inXuence on Latin authors of Abelard’s period
we seem obliged to suppose that the technical use of copula or its
equivalent was established twice, Wrst in the Arabic and then independ-
ently in the Latin tradition which derives from Aristotle. I shall suggest
later why this may be so. But Wrst I wish to show that the terminology
did not crystallize in the ancient tradition running from Aristotle to
Ammonius and Boethius, although the theoretical foundations for the
concept of copula were largely prepared.
The origins of the medieval theory are to be found in Aristotle’s

analysis of the premisses of a categorical syllogism.

(1) Pr. An. 1. 1. 24b16 ‹æ�� 
b ŒÆºH �N� n� 
ØÆº���ÆØ � �æ��Æ�Ø�, �x�� �� ��
ŒÆ�Åª�æ������� ŒÆd �e ŒÆŁ �y ŒÆ�Åª�æ�E�ÆØ, �æ���ØŁ�����ı [j 
ØÆØæ�ı-
����ı secludit Ross] ��F �r�ÆØ j �c �r�ÆØ.

‘I call term that into which the premiss is resolved, viz. the predicate and that of
which it is predicated, with be or not be added.’

Here �r�ÆØ naturally suggests what we call the ‘copula’, in an analysis of
the form S is P; but Aristotle uses no such term. Nor does Alexander in
his commentary on this passage. And in fact in his technical statement
of syllogistic premisses Aristotle rarely employs the form ‘A K��� B’. He
generally makes use of the converse formula ŒÆ�Åª�æ�E�ÆØ �e B ŒÆ�a
��F A, or of its equivalent ���æå�Ø �e B �fiH A. It is true that Aristotle
elsewhere suggests that sentences with Wnite verbs, like ¼�Łæø���
�Æ
�Ç�Ø, are in principle equivalent to sentences with copula and
participle, like ¼�Łæø��� �Æ
�Çø� K��� .8 One might suppose, as the
commentators did, that such an analysis in S is P form underlies
Aristotle’s treatment of categorical premisses, as reXected in (1)
above. And the same analysis is explicitly presupposed in his doctrine
that �r�ÆØ has as many senses or uses as there are categories (Met. ˜ 7.

7 Quotation from Avicenna in A.-M. Goichon, Lexique de la langue philosophique d’Ibn Sı̄nā
(Paris: de Bronwer, 1938), 142.

8 De Int. 21b9; cf. Pr. An. 51b13 V.; Met. 1017a27–30.
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1017a22–30). But in his theory of declarative sentences in the De
Interpretatione Aristotle treats the two-word sentence consisting of
noun and verb (like ¼�Łæø��� �Æ
�Ç�Ø) as the elementary form, and
mentions the copula sentence only as a special case, where K��� Wgures
as ‘third word added to the predicate’ (‹�Æ� 
b �e 	��Ø �æ����

�æ��ŒÆ�Åª�æÅŁfi B De Int. 10. 19b19). Hence the standard medieval
designation of these sentences as de tertio adiacente. (So also in Greek,
where KŒ �æ���ı �æ��ŒÆ�Åª�æ�ı����ı is cited as a technical term by
Ammonius in De Int., p. 160, 1.17.)
Thus both in his theory of syllogistic premisses and in his analysis of

elementary propositions Aristotle avoids making any technical use of
the sentence form S is P, probably because he wished to steer clear
of the diYculties raised in earlier discussions of the role of K���.9

Nevertheless, in the course of his chapter on verbs in the De Inter-
pretatione Aristotle makes some remarks which were to serve as the
direct inspiration for the later theory of the copula.

(2) De Int. 3. 16b19 ÆP�a �b� �s� ŒÆŁ Æ��a º�ª����Æ �a Þ��Æ�Æ O���Æ�� K��Ø
ŒÆd �Å�Æ���Ø �Ø,—¥��Å�Ø ªaæ › º�ªø� �c� 
Ø���ØÆ�, ŒÆd › IŒ���Æ� Mæ��Å���—
Iºº �N 	��Ø� j �� �h�ø �Å�Æ���Ø· �P (v.l. �P
b) ªaæ �e �r�ÆØ j �c �r�ÆØ �Å��E��
K��Ø ��F �æ�ª�Æ���, �P
 Ka� �e k� �Y�fi Å� łØº��. ÆP�e �b� ªaæ �P
�� K��Ø�,
�æ���Å�Æ���Ø 
b ���Ł���� �Ø�Æ, m� ¼��ı �H� �ıªŒ�Ø���ø� �PŒ 	��Ø ��B�ÆØ.

This passage is full of diYculties. Ackrill’s translation runs:

When uttered just by itself a verb is a name and signiWes something—the
speaker arrests his thought and the hearer pauses—but it does not yet signify
whether it is or not. For not even ‘to be’ or ‘not to be’ is a sign of the actual
thing (nor if you say simply ‘that which is’); for by itself it is nothing, but it
additionally signiWes some combination, which cannot be thought of without
the components.

I mention the diYculties without attempting a full analysis. In his
commentary Ackrill notices the possibility that �N 	��Ø j �� might be
rendered ‘whether anything is or is not the case’, and that �r �ÆØ and Z�

9 See the views cited in Physics, 185b25–32, with the commentators on this passage. And
compare the doctrine of the ‘late-learners’ at Sophist, 251–2, which implies that a sentence
like ¼�Łæø��� IªÆŁ�� K��Ø is illegitimate or always false. Aristotle deals with these problems
in his own theory of categories and in the corresponding doctrine that �r�ÆØ is ‘said in many
ways’.
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here could represent either the existential or the copulative use of K���.
If I understood him aright, he concludes that �N 	��Ø should be taken
as existential, and that Z� probably represents the copula, although
the existential use (or some confusion between the two) cannot be
excluded.10 My own judgment is that Ackrill’s Wrst suggestion is the
right one, that �N 	��Ø here is what I called the veridical (‘is the case’),
as in the deWnition of truth and the various statements of the law
of contradiction.11 From this wider j ½½145��use of 	��Ø as mark of assertion
or aYrmation—as the expression for an arbitrary proposition—
Aristotle naturally moves in (2) to the special case where K��� performs
this role as the verb in a copula sentence. As far as I can see, there is
no need here to bring in the existential idea either in the translation or
in the literal exegesis of this passage. It is primarily, and perhaps
uniquely, the veridical and copulative uses which Aristotle has in
mind.12

Fortunately, these diYculties in the interpretation of (2) do not aVect
the concluding reference to ���Ł���� �Ø�, for there is no doubt that this
concerns the copulative function of is. Aristotle’s point is that whereas
subject noun and predicate adjective (or predicate noun or participle)
indicate the two components (�ıªŒ�����Æ) of the proposition or judg-
ment, K��� adds a meaning (�æ���Å�Æ���Ø) which is not another com-
ponent but simply the propositional form that determines the
combination of the two; i.e. K��� speciWes that the predicate belongs
to the subject. In paraphrasing this passage the Greek commentators
employ �ı��º�Œ� as a synonym for ���Ł��Ø�, echoing Aristotle’s use in
the Categories and elsewhere, where he speaks of the union or junction
of words in a sentence, and the union of concepts (����Æ�Æ) in the

10 Aristotle’s Categories and De Interpretatione, trans. J. L. Ackrill (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1963), 121–3.

11 See Met. 1006a1 �e ÆP�e �r�ÆØ ŒÆd �c �r�ÆØ, 1011b26, etc.; cf. ‹�Ø 	��Ø at Post. An.
71a12–14. When Aristotle wants to specify the ‘existential’ use, he adds ±�ºH�; e.g. �e 
 �N
	��Ø� j �c ±�ºH� º�ªø at Post. An. 89b33.

12 This seems to be the view of Ammonius and of Porphyry as well, on whom Ammonius
is often relying: Iºº �N 	��Ø, çÅ���, j ��, �h�ø 
Bº��, �Å�Æ���Ø 
b ÆP�fiH �e �b� 	��Ø �c�

ŒÆ��çÆ�Ø� �e 
b j �c �c� I��çÆ�Ø�, j �Aºº�� �e �b� 	��Ø �e IºÅŁb� �e 
b j �c �e ł�F
�� (in
De Int. 55. 11; cf. 56. 23–33). Similarly Boethius in Peri Hermeneias, ed. Meiser, 1. 65. 17: ergo
nec si hoc ipsum ‘est’ purum dixeris, esse aliquid aut non esse signiWcat, id est aut adWrmat aut
negat. Compare in Peri H. 2. 75. 1–8.
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corresponding judgment, as a �ı��º�Œ� or ���Ł��Ø�.13 Thus the gen-
eral notion of joining or ‘copulating’ subject and predicate terms, �d
ŒÆ�� �Ø���, is clearly Aristotelian. But neither a term equivalent to
copula (as a designation of K��� ) nor any further discussion of the
function of the verb K��� in ���Ł��Ø� is to be found in Aristotle.
Before passing to the later theory, there is one other Aristotelian text

which must be noticed. In discussing the question of separate predi-
cates which do not imply their combination for the same subject (as
Socrates is good and Socrates is a shoemaker do not imply Socrates is a good
shoemaker) and compound expressions which do not imply each com-
ponent simply (as That is a dead man does not imply That is a man),
Aristotle mentions the problem of Homer is a poet, which does not
implyHomer is (i.e. is alive), andWhat-is-not is an object of opinion, which
does not imply What-is-not is (i.e. is real, is true).

(3) De Int. 11. 21a25 u���æ ‹ �Åæ�� K��� �Ø, �x�� ��ØÅ���· pæ �s� ŒÆd 	��Ø�, j
�h; ŒÆ�a �ı����ÅŒe� ªaæ ŒÆ�Åª�æ�E�ÆØ �e 	��Ø� ��F ›��æ�ı· ‹ �Ø ªaæ ��ØÅ���

K��Ø�, Iºº �P ŒÆŁ Æ���, ŒÆ�Åª�æ�E�ÆØ ŒÆ�a ��F › ��æ�ı �e 	��Ø� . . . �e 
b �c
Z�, ‹�Ø 
��Æ����, �PŒ IºÅŁb� �N��E� Z� �Ø· 
��Æ ªaæ ÆP��F �PŒ 	��Ø� ‹�Ø 	��Ø�,
Iºº ‹�Ø �PŒ 	��Ø�.

(‘For example, Homer is something (say, a poet). Does it follow that he is? No,
for the ‘‘is’’ is predicated accidentally of Homer; for it is because he is a poet,
and not per se, that the ‘‘is’’ is predicated of j ½½146��Homer. . . . It is not true to say
that what-is-not, since it is an object of opinion, is something that is; for the
opinion of it is not that it is, but that it is not.’) (Ackrill’s translation, slightly
modiWed.)

It is here, if anywhere, that Aristotle could have used the concept of
a copula if he had one. Instead he is obliged to rely on the ambiguous

13 In addition to Cat. 1a16 V., 1b25, 2a6–10, 13b10, where �ı��º�Œ� signiWes the con-
nection of words in a sentence, seeMet. ¯. 4. 1027b19 and 30, where ���Ł��Ø� and �ı��º�Œ�
are used interchangeably for the union of concepts in an aYrmative judgment, in contrast to

ØÆ�æ��Ø� for a negative judgment. SimilarlyDe Anima, 3. 8. 432a11 �ı��º�Œc ªaæ ��Å���ø�
K��d �e IºÅŁb� j ł�F
�� (paralleled by ���Ł��Ø� �Ø� ��Å���ø� in 3. 6. 430a28). The
Aristotelian usage goes back of course to Plato’s terminology in the Sophist, where �ı��º�Œ�
or �ı��º�Œ�Ø� occurs repeatedly not only for the mingling of Forms (259e6; cf. 240c1, 242d7)
but also for the connection of noun and verb in the proposition (262c6, 262d4); so also
���Ł��Ø� at 263d3, �ı�Ł��� at 262e12. And compare O�����ø� �ı��º�Œc� �r�ÆØ º�ª�ı �P��Æ�
at Theaetetus 202b4, where the context suggests that this use of �ı��º�Œ�may not be original
with Plato.
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notion of ‘accidental predication’. In later authors such as Abelard we
Wnd the theory of the copula developed by way of a commentary on
passages (2) and (3), a commentary which is designed to explain
precisely what is meant by the statement that is is predicated acciden-
tally of Homer and of what-is-not.
We may turn now to the classical theory as we Wnd it stated in full by

Abelard or, more brieXy, by J. S. Mill eight centuries later. The theory
will be summarized in Wve or six propositions, each of which can be
regarded as an explication or generalization of something said by
Aristotle. In this sense, and in this sense only, the theory itself is
‘Aristotelian’. Taken together, however, these propositions represent
a coherent general account of the copula use of is, its relation to the
existential use of be and to the ordinary use of other Wnite verbs, which
is to my knowledge nowhere clearly formulated before Abelard.

1. Every simple declarative sentence can be rewritten in the form X
is Y, and in particular every sentence of the form NV can be
rewritten in the form N is V-ing (where ‘N ’ stands for a noun
form and ‘V ’ for a verb).

2. In a sentence of the formX is Y,X and Y are terms (in the sense of
the terms of a syllogistic premiss), whereas is is a meaningful third
part which is not a term.

3a. In such a sentence, the meaning of is is that of a sign of aYrma-
tion, signifying that the predicate Y is aYrmed of—said to belong
to or to be true of—the subject X. Similarly, is not is a sign of
denial.

3b. [The same point otherwise expressed.] In X is Y, the verb is
serves to link Y to X and thus to combine them in a complete
sentence (or proposition), i.e. one which can be true or false.

4. In such a sentence is serves merely as a link or copula (in the sense
of 3a–b) and not also as a predicate which asserts the existence of
the subject.

5. In the ordinary NV sentence the verb form serves twice: Wrst as
predicate term (like Y in X is Y ) and again as copulans or linking
element. The rewriting of NV sentences as N is V-ing according
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to 1. above (e.g. rewriting John runs as John is running) serves
precisely to bring out this double role of the verb.

Of these propositions numbers 1–3b are closely based on Aristotle’s j ½½147��
own remarks and can be found more or less fully developed in the
ancient commentators. Propositions 4–5, which complete the theory,
seem to be stated for the Wrst time by Abelard. If this is true, Abelard is
responsible not only for the introduction of the term copula but also for
the perfection of a theory of sentence structure expressed by this term.
Let me brieXy cite evidence for 1–3a from Abelard and earlier com-
mentators, before discussing his own original contribution. (In the
citations which follow, ‘D.’ is Dialectica, ed. Rijk, ‘LI ’ is Logica ‘Ingre-
dientibus’, ed. Geyer.)

1. D. 161. 33–162. 1: ‘cum enim dicitur: ‘‘Socrates ambulat’’, tale
est ac si dicatur: ‘‘Socrates est ambulans’’ ’. Alexander (in An. Pr.
15. 17) gives the analysis of Socrates is into Socrates is (a) being as a
special case of this rule: � ªaæ º�ª�ı�Æ �æ��Æ�Ø� � �øŒæ��Å� 	��Ø�
Y��� 
��Æ�ÆØ �fi B � �øŒæ��Å� Z� K��Ø� .

2. D. 164. 32: ‘Possumus quoque non incongrue verbum interpo-
situm (i.e. est) partem propositionis, non terminum, appellare’.
Since Abelard has just quoted a passage from Boethius which
recognizes only two parts of the proposition, namely subject and
predicate, he seems to be consciously innovating when he de-
scribes est as a distinct part. (Boethius tends to follow Aristotle’s
description of the copula as �æ���� �æ��ŒÆ�Åª�æ������� by
regarding est only as a subpart of the predicate; he speaks some-
times of duo predicata in copula sentences: in Peri Herm. 1. 130.5;
2. 264. 21–4.) Abelard’s insistence upon recognizing est as some-
thing distinct from the predicate is clearly related to the analysis
of its role which is formulated above in propositions 4–5.

3a. LI 339. 22: ‘ ‘‘Est’’ verbum interpositum ad coniunctionem ter-
minorum . . . nullius rei signiWcationem ibi exercet, plus tamen ad
vim aYrmationis proWcit . . . quam ipsi termini, similiter ‘‘non
est’’ ad vim negationis’. Compare Alexander, in An. Pr. 15. 7:
�P ªaæ ‹æ�� K� �ÆE� ��ØÆ��ÆØ� �æ������Ø �e � K���� , Iººa
�æ���ØŁ������ �b� ���Ł��Ø� �Å�Æ���Ø ��F ŒÆ�Åª�æ�ı����ı ŒÆd
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��F ���Œ�Ø����ı ŒÆd 	��Ø ŒÆ�Æç���ø� 
Åºø�ØŒ��. Compare
Boethius, op. cit. 2. 266. 1–3: ‘est . . . qualis sit (propositio) id
est quoniam est adWrmativa demonstrat’.

3b. D. 161. 13–15: ‘verbum interpositum praedicatum subiecto
copulat; et in his quidem tribus categoricae propositionis sensus
perWcitur’. For the notion of completeness (which is more Stoic
than Aristotelian here) see Alexander, loc. cit. 15. 32 › ªaæ
Iç�ºg� I�e �B� �æ�����ø� �B� � �øŒæ��Å� º�ıŒ�� K��Ø �e

� K���  ŒÆd ŒÆ�ÆºØ�g� �e �øŒæ��Å� º�ıŒ�� �h�� I��çÆ�Ø�

�����ÅŒ�� �h�� 	�Ø �æ��Æ�Ø� �e ŒÆ�Æº�Ø������� ����æÅŒ��.
Notice the claim that the nominal sentence (with copula omit-
ted) is grammatically or logically incomplete. This is combined
with the notion of the sentential j ½½148��link in Ammonius, in De Int.
160. 10–15: K��d ªaæ ŒÆd › ŒÆ�Åª�æ������� K� �ÆE� ��ØÆ��ÆØ�
�æ������Ø� Z���� K��Ø�, �x�� �e 
�ŒÆØ��, ŒÆd �P 
��Æ�ÆØ ŒÆŁ
�Æı�e� �ı�
ıÆ�Ł�d� �fiH ���Œ�Ø���fiø ��º�Ø�� Kæª��Æ�ŁÆØ º�ª��,
	
�Ø ÆP��E� u���æ 
����F �Ø��� ��F �ı�
������ ÆP��f� �æe�

Iºº�º�ı� ŒÆd ��º�Ø�� ��Ø�F���� �e� º�ª��, n ��Ø�E �e 	��Ø.
(Compare ibid. 44. 13 where a similar point is made, on the
authority of Porphyry, in even more explicitly Stoic terms: (�e
	��Ø�) ���a �b� ��F O���Æ��� ÆP����ºB ��Ø�F� º�ª�� ���a 
b
�H� �����ø� KººØ�B.) In Boethius we Wnd this link imagery
(apparently derived from Ammonius’ source, i.e. from the lost
commentary of Porphyry on the De Interpretatione) rendered in
Latin by copulare: ‘duae res per ipsius verbi (sc. est) conpositio-
nem copulationemque iunguntur, ut est ‘‘homo animal est’’.
homo namque et animal copulantur atque iunguntur per id
quod dicitur ‘‘homo animal est’’ ’. (In Peri Herm, 1. 65. 30–66. 4.
In the parallel passage at 2. 77. 13–26, where he speaks of est as
having vis coniunctionis cuiusdam and of contributing conpositio-
nem aliquam copulationemque, Boethius cites Porphyry by name as
his authority.)

Abelard’s own contribution to the theory consists in a deepening
and generalizing of this notion of est as sentential link, so that he comes
to see it as the function not of the verb est in particular but of every
Wnite verb form. Thus he brings the post-Aristotelian discussion of the
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linking role of is into connection with the original Platonic insight into
the �ı��º�Œ� of verb with noun as the minimal propositional form.
Indeed, in his earlier work on logic Abelard makes use of the term
copula for this more general notion of verbal link, and not speciWcally for
the role of est (LI 351. 25, commenting on De Int. 16b7): ‘quandam
proprietatem verbi supponit (sc. Aristoteles), ex qua vim maximam in
propositione praedicativa de qua intendit, verbum habere monstrat. . . .
Haec autem proprietas, quod verbum semper est nota, id est copula
praedicatorum de altero, id est copulatorum praedicatorum’. A few lines
later he remarks that a verbum copulativum may link itself as predicate to
the subject (sive se ipsum sive aliud copulet), but that est in second position
copulat tantum et non copulatur (351. 40). Here it is clear that the copula use
of est is a special case and not the standard example of a verbum copula-
tivum, which seems to mean any Wnite verb form. (Again, at 352. 15,
Abelard uses the noun copula in a way which does not seem to refer
exclusively or primarily to est as linking verb.) The double function of
the ordinary Wnite verb is made explicit a few pages later, in his
discussion of the predicative force (vis praedicationis) of the verb as
such: ‘personalia verba . . . per se ipsa praedicantur et geminatim fungun-
tur, quia vim praedicati habent et copulantis, ut simul et praedicentur et
se ipsa copulent. Sic enim dicitur ‘‘currit’’ quasi diceretur ‘‘est currens’’ ’
(LI 359. 23–8; for vis copulandi j ½½149��vel praedicandi assigned speciWcally to the
substantive verb est see ibid. 362. 37).
This theory of the double function of the Wnite verb is of consider-

able interest in itself. But for Abelard it has the special merit of permit-
ting him to deal with the problem raised in passage (3) of Aristotle
(above p. 47): How canwe clearly expose the fallacy involved in passing
fromHomerus est poeta toHomerus est? The problem seems to have been
much discussed in Abelard’s day, but the earlier solution which he
mentions (and ascribes to ‘magister noster’, i.e. to William of Cham-
peaux?) can scarcely have recognized the copula function as such, since
it regarded Homer is a poet as a ‘Wgurative and improper’ use of is and
proposed to rewrite the sentence as The reputation of Homer survives
through his poetry (D. 135. 28–136. 36). The presupposition of this
view seems to be that Homer is a poet, if taken properly and literally,
would entail the present existence of the subject. Abelard radically
modiWes this view, since he resolves the problem not by rewriting the
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sentence but by generalizing the notion of an improper use so that
every use of is in a sentence of the form X is Y is per accidens atque
impropria (D. 134. 28 V., 136. 37 V.). That is to say, he regards is as
properly used only to express the being or existence of the subject,
when it occurs as an independent predicate (e.g. Petrus est, referring to
himself ), and as improperly used whenever it serves to link a further
predicate (e.g. Petrus est homo). Thus is in its proper or ‘original’ use is a
verb like other verbs, which copulates itself; it is improperly used
whenever it serves ‘only as copula’, to link another predicate to the
subject. (D. 138. 7: ‘Neque enim inventum fuit in oYcio solius copu-
lationis, verum simul, ut dictum est, in signiWcatione existentium’. The
terminology of the ‘mere copula’ appears here and elsewhere, e.g. 137.
1–2: ‘cum non rem . . . praedicatam contineat, sed solius copulae
oYcium habeat’.) This secondary use of is is of course most natural
when the subject presently exists; but it is also natural to extend the use
of the verb to nonexistent subjects (chimaera est opinabilis), just as we give
names to nonexistent ‘entities’ in order to be able to speak of them in the
way in which we normally speak of existing things. (D. 137. 34 V.). In
neither case does the use of est as copula imply that the subject exists (D.
137. 3–6). By thus generalizing an earlier special view of the ‘improper’
use of est, Abelard may be said to have created the concept of the copula
as such. And by combining this with a general insight into the predica-
tive function of Wnite verb forms, he proposed a theory of the copula
which is deeper than that found in later textbooks of logic. For his
notion of the copula is what a contemporary philosopher might de-
scribe as the general notion of assertive tie or propositional link; and
what we (following Abelard) call the copula is merely the expression j ½½150��of
this verbal function in canonical notation; that is, in the form X is Y.
If we look back now at the Greek commentators, we can see that

the elements of Abelard’s theory were largely prepared for him, al-
though the decisive points 4 and 5 (above, p. 000) are lacking. Thus in
his comment on De Int. 16b24 Ammonius cites the following view
from Alexander:

(��F�� �e 	��Ø� j ŒÆd �e �PŒ 	��Ø�) 
��Æ�Ø� 	å�Ø �æ�Åª�ı���ø� �b� �Å�Æ��ØŒc�
�B� ��F Z���� ��Ł���ø� j ���æ���ø�, ŒÆ�a 
����æ�� 
b º�ª�� ŒÆd ŒÆ�Å-
ª�æ�ı����ı �Ø�e� �æe� ���Œ������� �ı��º�ŒB�, �x� �æ���ØŁ������ ��º�Ø�� ��
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��Ø�E �e� º�ª�� ŒÆd �Å�Æ��ØŒe� j IºÅŁ��Æ� j ł��
�ı�· ŒÆd ªaæ i� I���ø�

ŒÆ�Åª�æB�ÆØ ��F ���Œ�Ø����ı, ŒÆd ���� 
ı����Ø �e �b� � 	��Ø �ı��º�Œc� ÆP��F
�æe� �e k� �Å�Æ���Ø, �x�� �øŒæ��Å� Z� K��Ø (in De Int. 57. 26).

Here the primary or principal use of 	��Ø corresponds to Abelard’s
proper use of est; while the secondary use corresponds to the ‘im-
proper’ use as copula: and the analysis of �øŒæ��Å� 	��Ø as �øŒæ��Å�
Z� K��Ø preWgures Abelard’s view of the double function of every verb
which serves as independent predicate. All that is lacking is (1) a clear
statement of the relation between the two uses, namely that the second
use of is by itself never entails the primary use, and (2) the generaliza-
tion of the copulative function to all Wnite verbs.
The terminology of the ‘link’ is also present in the Greek commen-

tators, as we have seen in an earlier quotation from Ammonius (above,
p. 50). But the term ‘link’ is employed there as a conscious simile
(u���æ 
����F �Ø��� ��F �ı�
������ ÆP��f� �æe� Iºº�º�ı�), just as in
the much later phrase of pseudo-Psellus: �e � 	��Ø �ıÇ��ª�ı�Ø ŒÆŁ���æ
�Ø� ���
����� �e £� ���a ��F ���æ�ı.14 How far this language is from
representing a Wxed term for what we call the copula can be seen from
another passage of Ammonius, where he speaks of the modal adverb
‘necessarily’ as the link between subject and predicate (with the predi-
cate illustrated in this case by 	��Ø� as independent verb): › �æ���� �PŒ
	��Ø� ��æ�� �B� �æ�����ø� Iººa ���
����� ŒÆd �ƒ���d ª��ç�ı å�æÆ�

K��å�Ø· �ı�
�E ªaæ �e ŒÆ�Åª�æ������� �fiH ���Œ�Ø���fiø. �x�� Ka� �Y�ø
� ¼�Łæø��� K� I��ªŒÅ� K����, › �æ���� › ���Æ�f ŒÆ�Æç��Œ�Ø· �ı�
�E
ªaæ ŒÆd �ı���ŁÅ�Ø� �e ‘	��Ø� �fiH � ¼�Łæø��� (in An. Pr. 1. 24. 7).
We may say that the ancient commentators did not develop Abe-

lard’s theory of the copula either because they lacked his genius, or
because they lacked his special logical interest in the problems repre-
sented byHomer is a poet and The chimaera is imaginary. And their failure
to discuss the precise relationship between the is of predication and the
is of existence j ½½151��may also explain why they did not harden their talk of a
link into a Wxed term for copula. Insofar as they were concerned only
with the form of copula sentences, they could make use of the Aristo-
telian term �æ���� �æ��ŒÆ�Åª�æ�������. But since historical develop-
ments (or nondevelopments) are always overdetermined and never

14 See above, n. 6.
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completely accounted for by any one explanation, we may add a
consideration which is strictly terminological. As early as the time of
Aristotle, the word ���
����� (‘link’) had been selected as the proper
term in grammar for what we call a ‘conjunction’; and the correspond-
ing term copula was used for a similar purpose in Latin grammar.15 The
tradition in such matters is very conservative, and to this day ���
�����
has kept this sense of grammatical ‘conjunction’ in modern Greek.
(Hence the need for introducing a new term �e �ı�
��ØŒ�� for copula
in post-Byzantine logic.) As long as the ancient tradition was intact, the
term itself was scarcely free for another technical use, even if the need
for one had been felt. But the concept of the copula was so largely
prepared in the Greek commentators on Aristotle that it is not surpris-
ing to Wnd it Wxed in a technical expression as soon as logicians standing
outside the ancient tradition began to reconsider the question from a
more independent point of view. And so we can understand the fact (if
it is a fact) that the term copula was invented twice, Wrst by Alfarabi or
one of his predecessors, and again by Abelard some two centuries later.

2. Existence

The terminology for existence is much more complicated, and I can
only give a rough sketch of the problem.We have Wrst to consider how
���æå�Ø� comes to be used as a synonym for �r�ÆØ in its ‘existential’ use,
and then to follow the history of exsistere as the Latin rendering of
���æå�Ø� in this sense. Either topic could supply a separate monograph.
���æå�Ø� originally means ‘to make a beginning’, ‘to take the

initiative’, ‘to take the Wrst step (in doing so-and-so)’, e.g. to begin a
guest-friendship (in the earliest occurrence of the verb, Odyssey 24.
286) or to initiate hostilities (frequently, e.g. in Herodotus I
ØŒ�Å�
���æå�Ø�, K�b ��Bæ�Æ� ¼
ØŒÆ ��Ø�F����; see LSJ s.v. ���æå�Ø�).
The verb is a slightly less vivid variant of ¼æåø ‘to initiate, take
the lead’, with the stylistic force of the verb muted by the preverb

15 See e.g. Arist. Poetics, 1456b38, 1457a7, Rhet. 1407a20, etc. (though Aristotle classiWes
connecting particles like ��� and 
� as ���
����Ø); Steinthal, ii. 322 V. The Latin grammar-
ians render ���
����� �ı��º�Œ�ØŒ�� (our ‘coordinate conjunction’) either as copula (cf.
Varro, De lingua latina, 8. 10) or as coniunctio copulativa (Priscian).
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���-, suggesting a fact that is not obvious or emphatic (cf. ��������Ø�
‘send secretly’, ���çÆ���Ø� ‘shine a little’, ���ª�ºA� ‘laugh slightly’).
Perhaps the ���- in ���æå�Ø� conveys the suggestion that the action
described as ‘initiating’ certain consequences was not explicitly under-
taken as a beginning, in order to lead to these j ½½152��results (for example, to
reciprocal gift-giving or aggression in return); whereas the simplex
¼æå�Ø� does normally imply that the subject has taken the lead so that
others will follow. (The same idea of a beginning intended as such is also
conveyed by the middle form of the simplex ¼æå��ŁÆØ, although this
usually describes an action which the subject himself will continue; e.g.
¼æå�� I��
�Ø� ‘I begin my song’ in the Homeric Hymns.16)
In Wfth-century prose and poetry ���æåø is frequently used abso-

lutely with no other verb such as ��Ø�E� implied as its object or
complement. In this absolute use ���æåø means not ‘to make a
beginning’ (in doing something) but ‘to be a beginning’, ‘to be on
hand (from the beginning, at the start)’. In this use ���æåø is practic-
ally a synonym for ��æ�Ø�Ø ‘to be present with’, ‘to be available for’. In
the most natural or typical cases, the temporal sense of ‘previously’,
or ‘already, at the start’ is clearly implied: Hdt. 7. 144. 2 Æy�Æ� �� 
c
Æƒ ���� ��E� �ŁÅ�Æ��Ø�Ø �æ���ÅŁ�E�ÆØ ��Bæå��, ���æÆ� �� 	
��

�æ���Æı�Åª���ŁÆØ ‘These ships had been constructed by the Athe-
nians earlier and were already on hand, but it was necessary to build
others in addition’. Similarly in Hdt. 2. 15. 2 �N ����ı� �çØ å�æÅ ª�
�Å
���Æ ��Bæå� ‘If there was not even any land available for them at the
time’ (before the formation of the Nile delta), how could they claim to
be the oldest nation? In this passage �çØ . . . ��Bæå� is a paraphrase of
the preceding �Øªı����Ø�Ø �PŒ K�F�Æ� �æ���æ�� å�æÅ�. Thus ���æåø
serves as an equivalent for �N�� in its existential-possessive use (with the
dative of ‘owner’), but it adds the notion of temporal priority; that is,
���æå�Ø� �Ø�� is a paraphrase-equivalent for �r�ÆØ �æ���æ�� �Ø�Ø, ‘be-
long to earlier’. In other contexts this notion of temporal priority lapses
or is replaced by the idea of present actuality, that is to say, by the
notion of belonging-to or being on hand from now on, often with an

16 An alternative explanation of the preverb in ���æåø would be that it emphasizes the
force of ¼æåø as laying the foundation (underneath) for whatever follows. Compare �����Ł��ÆØ
‘to propose (a course of action)’ and ���
�å��ÆØ in the sense ‘to promise’.
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implied contrast to past or future deprivation: �fi B
� ��E� �fi B ���æfi Æ j
IªÆŁ�E� ª�������Ø� Kº�ıŁ�æ�Æ� �� ���æå�Ø� ŒÆd ¸ÆŒ�
ÆØ����ø�

�ı���å�Ø� Œ�ŒºB�ŁÆØ ‘on this day you will either show yourselves as
brave men and gain your freedom and be called allies of Sparta’ (or else
be slaves of Athens as before) (Thuc. 5. 9. 9).
If we ignore the notion of temporal priority we see that the use of

���æå�Ø� with the dative in the last three examples makes it practically
a synonym for �r�ÆØ in the possessive construction, meaning ‘belong
to’. The verb may also be used without an expressed dative to mean
‘on hand, available’, just like �N�� or ��æ�Ø�Ø (examples in LSJ s.v.
���æåø B. 2). Since the use of ���æåø comes to parallel that of �N�� so
closely, it is perhaps only a natural result of analogy that this verb too
can be construed with a predicate adjective (even where it keeps its
temporal-actual sense of ‘being already available’): �e �º��� ��F

åøæ��ı ÆP�e ŒÆæ��æe� ��Bæå� ŒÆd j ½½153���P
b� 	
�Ø ���å�ı� (Thuc. 4. 4.
3), ‘Most of the position was already (i.e. naturally) strong and required
no fortiWcation’. Thus before ���æå�Ø� becomes specialized as a verb of
‘existence’ we Wnd it used in a predicative construction as an expressive
equivalent for �r�ÆØ as copula verb.
It is, however, not this copula use but the more frequent construc-

tion with the dative that accounts for the Wrst technical use of the verb
in philosophy: the use in which it expresses in logical terms the
attributive relation which is normally expressed in grammatical form
by the copula. Instead of ‘A is B’ Aristotle prefers to say �e ´ �fiH `

���æå�Ø ‘B belongs to A’ (Pr. An. 25a15 and throughout). Hence �a
���æå���Æ are ‘attributes (of a subject)’ e.g. at De Int. 16b10. (And see
Bonitz, Index Arist. 789a29–b2; compare the more nontechnical use
ibid. a12–28.) Since ‘what belongs to a thing’ includes not only its
accidents but also essential or substantial attributes in the Wrst category,
���æå�Ø� is said in as many ways as �r�ÆØ, i.e. in as many ways as there
are categories or combinations of categories (Pr. An. 48b2–4, 49a6–9).
As we have seen, this use of ���æå�Ø� as equivalent in meaning to
predicative �r�ÆØ but of converse form is paralleled by ŒÆ�Åª�æ�E�ŁÆØ
(�e ´ ŒÆ�a ��F `).17 It is this attributive or predicative sense of

17 Another formal equivalent to ‘A belongs to B’ is ‘A is true of B’, IºÅŁ����ŁÆØ ��
� ŒÆ�a
��F
� (Pr. An. 49a6; cf. 48b2).
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���æå�Ø� which seems to underlie the later grammatical usage of the
term Þ��Æ�Æ ��ÆæŒ�ØŒ� to designate �r�ÆØ and certain other verbs that
take nominal forms as predicates. Since this class of verbs includes verbs
such as O����Ç��ÆØ (‘I am named Charles’), it is clear that these are
‘attributive’ and not ‘existential’ verbs. Hence Priscian’s decision to
translate ÞB�Æ ��ÆæŒ�ØŒ�� as verbum substantivum is, to say the least,
misleading.18

Apart from this technical use in logic and grammar, the most
common meaning of ���æåø in later Greek seems to be that which
we render as ‘to exist’ or ‘to be real’. (This occasionally leads to rather
ludicrous confusion, when a late commentator can no longer distin-
guish between Aristotle’s technical sense and his own ordinary use of
���æå�Ø�.19) This later use has no special connection with the dative
construction ���æå�Ø� �Ø�� which underlies the attributive sense, al-
though it is compatible with this construction in the early, pretechnical
usage, e.g. in the passages already cited from Herodotus: Æy�ÆØ Æƒ ����

18 Priscian, Inst. Gramm. 8. 51, ed. Hertz, 1. 414. 14: ‘ ‘‘sum’’ verbo, quod ��ÆæŒ�ØŒ��
Graeci vocant, quod nos possumus ‘substantivum’ nominare’. The citation from Priscian
given by Uhlig in the testimonia to Apollonius Dyscolus, Syntaxis, p. 29, 1 shows that
Priscian regularly translated o�Ææ�Ø� by substantia. The only explanation which occurs to me
is the following: (1) Priscian regarded o�Ææ�Ø� simply as equivalent to �P��Æ (i.e. he had no
precise grasp either of the terminological values of o�Ææ�Ø� as ‘attribution’ and ‘assertion’ in
the Greek grammarians or of the philosophical distinction mentioned below in n. 23), and (2)
he was following an accepted rendering of �P��Æ as substantia. His confusion may have been
encouraged by a certain Xuctuation in the use of o�Ææ�Ø� by the Greek grammarians,
illustrated in the next paragraph of this note.
Priscian aside, it is clear that ��ÆæŒ�ØŒc ����Æ�Ø� in Apollonius is ‘attributive’ or ‘predica-

tive construction’ (Syntaxis, 61. 24, Uhlig), and ��ÆæŒ�ØŒa Þ��Æ�Æ are verbs which take such
a construction with nouns, pronouns, etc. There are two subclasses, verbs which say what a
thing is (like �r�ÆØ, ª�ª���ŁÆØ, ��çıŒ��ÆØ) and those which say what it is called (like
O����Ç��ŁÆØ, ŒÆº�E�ŁÆØ). The former make an attribution or assertion of being (o�Ææ�Ø�
�P�Ø�
Å�), the latter an attribution of naming (o�Ææ�Ø� O���Æ�ØŒ�). (see Apoll. Synt. 112. 5).
On the other hand, since ���æå�Ø� normally refers to attributes or properties and not to
names, we Wnd Þ��Æ�Æ ���æ��ø� used loosely for the Wrst subclass, in contrast to Þ��Æ�Æ
Œº���ø� (Apoll. De Pronomine, 52, 16). This looser terminology helps to explain Priscian’s
distinction between verbum substantivum and verba vocativa (Inst. Gramm. 1. 414. 19). The
second class appears in Abelard as verba nuncupativa.

19 Thus there seems to be an outright blunder in the reason Stephanus gives (in De Int. 14.
29–32) for rejecting Æ�d �H� ��Ææå���ø� �Å��E�� as a variant reading for Æ�d �H� ŒÆŁ ���æ�ı
º�ª����ø� �Å��E�� in Aristotle’s discussion of verbs (De Int. 16b7–10). The phrase would
properly mean ‘sign of the attributes of a subject’, and is a correct paraphrase of Aristotle’s
text. But Stephanus takes it to mean that only verbs are ‘sign of existing things’ and objects
that this is not true: for substances exist too (���æå�ı�Ø ªaæ ŒÆd �P��ÆØ), but verbs do not
signify substances!
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��E� ̀ ŁÅ�Æ��Ø�Ø ��Bæå��, and �Y �çØ å�æÅ �Å
���Æ ��Bæå�. Although
the natural translation of ���æå�Ø� here is ‘be on hand’, ‘be available’,
or ‘be in their possession’, it is also possible to render the verb by ‘be in
existence’. And this nuance becomes more conspicuous (i.e. more
acceptable as a translation) when the dative is lacking. Examples of
���æå�Ø� in this sense are to be found in Aristotle: I��ªŒÅ ��Ø��
� �c�
oºÅ� ���æ�ÆØ, �N 	��ÆØ �NŒ�Æ ‘It is necessary for matter of this sort to be
present at the start (or ‘to be in existence’) if there is to be j ½½154��a house’
(Part. An. 639b26; cf. Bonitz 789b44–50; note also the predicate use
with participles and adjectives, ibid. 50–7).
The hardening of this quasi-existential use of ���æå�Ø� into a Wxed

term seems to have occurred in the generation after Aristotle’s death. The
Wrst deWnite example is Epicurus fr. 27 Usener (¼ DL X. 135) if the
citation is literal: �Æ��ØŒc �s�Æ I���ÆæŒ���, �N ŒÆd ��ÆæŒ��, �P
b� �Ææ
��A�. Here the adjectives ��ÆæŒ��� and I���ÆæŒ��� can only be trans-
lated ‘existent’, ‘nonexistent’ (or ‘real’, ‘unreal’). As Festugière has
pointed out, this terminology is well attested in the surviving quotations
from Hellenistic philosophy of the third and second centuries, and it is
almost certainly a sheer accident (due to the loss of nearly all original
sources for the period) if we have no example of o�Ææ�Ø� in the sense
‘existence’ or ‘reality’ before the time of Philodemus.20 In philosophical
Greek of the Roman period ���æå�Ø� (with its abstract nominalization
o�Ææ�Ø�) regularly serves as a synonym for �r�ÆØ as verb of existence; for
example, in Sextus’ discussion of the question ‘Do the gods exist?’ (Adv.
Math. 9. 29–194: the title is given as �N �N�d Ł���, but the topic is
immediately described as ��æd �B� ���æ��ø� ����ø� �Œ�����ŁÆØ). In
Galen’s Institutio logica, ch. 2 (p. 5 KalbXeisch), existential statements are
designated �æ�����Ø� ��bæ ±�ºB� ���æ��ø� and explicitly distinguished
from questions of essence (¼ �P��Æ?), in a very interesting bifurcation of
Aristotle’s Wrst category. Thus the distinction betweenwhat a thing is and
whether it is,Wrst articulated in thePosterior Analytics but fullyworked out
only in the Hellenistic discussions of human knowledge of God’s nature
and existence, has now been incorporated into the rudiments of Aristo-
telian logic, and the stage is set for the medieval doctrines.

20 A. J. Festugière, La révélation d’Hermès Trismégiste (Paris: Gabalda, 1945–54), iv. 11 n.
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It should be pointed out that although this use of o�Ææ�Ø� for real
existence (in contrast to a mere word or an imaginary object) seems to
be the dominant use in late Greek philosophy, the corresponding verb
may still be construed both with paralocative and nominal predicates,
as we can see from Sextus’ discussion of the existence of the gods, e.g.
9. 143 ��F�� 
b �Ææa �c� Œ�Ø�c� 	���ØÆ� ��Bæå�� ÆP��F; 147 ¼����� 
�
ª� �e º�ª�Ø� �e� Ł�e� çŁÆæ�e� ���æå�Ø�. And the same predicative
construction is normal for the corresponding verb exsistere in classical
Latin (as will be seen in a moment). In neither case, then, would our
familiar contrast between an existential and a copulative verb natur-
ally arise.
I must leave open the rather diYcult question of the relation

between o�Ææ�Ø�, ���æå�Ø�, on the one hand, and �����Æ�Ø�,
�����B�ÆØ on the other in later Greek philosophy; for example, in
Stoic and Neoplatonic authors.21 And I have neither space nor skill to
follow the history of exsistere, exsistentia in Latin. I note, however, that
like other derivatives of stare, j ½½155��exsistere serves in Varro, Lucretius, and
later authors as a stylistic variant for esse, often with the nuance
(suggested by ex-) of ‘emerge’, ‘come into being’, ‘be produced’. As
in the case of ���æå�Ø�, this quasi-existential sense of exsistere is fully
compatible with the copulative construction: (pecora) quae post tempus
nascuntur, fere vitiosa atque inutilia exsistunt.22

The noun exsistentia seems not be attested before Marius Victorinus
and Candidus in the fourth century ad. It is a learned invention,
designed to render o�Ææ�Ø� in metaphysical texts where the latter term
is distinguished from �P��Æ (substantia) as the more general concept, sheer
being, without categorial determination, while �P��Æ represents some
determinate form of being, like ‘substance’ in the Wrst Aristotelian cat-
egory: ‘Id est exsistentia vel subsistentia vel, si . . . dicas . . . vel exsistentia-
litatem vel substantialitatem vel essentialitatem, id est ��ÆæŒ���Å�Æ,

21 See H. Dörrie, ‘�  ����Æ�Ø�’,Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissenschaft zu Göttingen, Phil.-
Hist. Klasse 3 (1955), 35–92. The contrast between ���æå�Ø� and �ç���ÅŒ��ÆØ ismost explicit—
and most problematic—in the Stoic contrast between the reality of the present and that of the
past and future (Dörrie, ‘ ����Æ�Ø�’, pp. 51–2; von Arnim, SVF ii. 164. 26 and ii. 165. 32).

22 Varro, Rerum rust. 2.1.7, cited by A. Ernout, ‘Exsto et les composés latins en ex-’,
Bulletin de la société linguistique de Paris, 50 (1954), 27.
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�P�Ø��Å�Æ, O����Å�Æ’.23 But this terminology was not taken up by
Boethius, who apparently preferred esse to exsistere as a rendering of
the technical use of ���æå�Ø� for pure, indeterminate being.24 As we
have seen, Priscian in the sixth century ad renders ��ÆæŒ�ØŒ�� as
substantivum. Thus neglected by Boethius and Priscian, the technical
use of exsistentia as contrasted with substantia in late Neoplatonism had
no direct impact on early medieval terminology.
Abelard’s usage is mixed. He often employs exsistere, exsistens for ‘to

exist’, ‘existing (thing)’, but rarely uses the abstract noun and then in a
rather surprising way: exsistentiae rerum seems to mean ‘(actual) states of
aVairs’ in contrast to res, the existing thing, whose existence may be
expressed by esse.25 Aquinas’ usage is even more Boethian: his normal
expression for what we call ‘existence’ is esse or actus essendi. Only with
the esse existentiae of Duns Scotus at the end of the thirteenth century
do we Wnd existentia Wrmly established as a technical term contrasted
with essentia. Thus the modern terminology of ‘existence’ seems to
derive from Scotus.
What connections (if any) can be traced between Scotus’ use of

existentia and the technical terminology of Victorinus nearly a millen-
nium earlier, I do not know. In his translations of Proclus, William of
Moerbeke renewed the ancient practice of rendering o�Ææ�Ø� by

23 Adv. Arium, 3. 7. 9, cited in P. Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus (Paris: Études Augusti-
niennes, 1968), ii, p. 29, text 40. Professor Hadot calls my attention to Calcidius, in Timaeum,
ed. Waszink, p. 289. 3, where existentia seems to reXect o�Ææ�Ø�, although the Greek term is
not mentioned (Calcidius is now dated later than Victorinus; Waszink, op. cit. p. xv). For the
distinction between exsistentia and substantia see the citation from Candidus in Thesaurus
linguae latinae s.v. exsistentia: ‘exsistentia a substantia diVert, quoniam exsistentia ipsum esse est
et solum esse . . . substantia autem non esse solum habet, sed et quale aliquid esse’. In this form
the distinction can be found in Damascius (for the Greek terms o�Ææ�Ø� and �P��Æ), and is
probably due to Porphyry. See the article of Hadot cited in the next note.

24 Compare the key passage of Boethius’ De Hebdomadibus with the corresponding
citation from Damascius in P. Hadot, ‘La distinction de l’être et de l’étant dans le ‘‘De
Hebdo adibus.’’ de Boèce’,Miscellanea Medievalia, 2 (1963), 147, 151 n. 25. Boethius shows no
trace of the exsistentia–substantia distinction we Wnd in Victorinus and Candidus. It has been
pointed out (by Graham, below, n. 28) that Boethius normally renders the substantival �e Z�
by the artiWcial form ens, but sometimes resorts to the more natural Latin form exsistens for the
verbal-adjectival use of the Greek participle as predicate or attribute.

25 Dialectica, 154. 11 and 156. 29. Compare Kneale and Kneale, The Development of Logic,
p. 206.
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existentia,26 and these translations must have had some inXuence on the
shaping of the medieval terminology. But o�Ææ�Ø� for Proclus is not
quite the same as either exsistentia for Victorinus or existentia for
Scotus.27 What role was played here by the concepts and terminology
of Islamic philosophy I can only guess.28 The history of ‘existence’
seems to consist largely of still unanswered questions.

26 P. O. Kristeller, review article, Journal of Philosophy (1962), 77.
27 For Proclus, o�Ææ�Ø� is a preferred term for the reality of the divine principles which are

beyond being (���æ���Ø��, K��Œ�Ø�Æ �H� Z��ø�). See e.g. The Elements of Theology, ed.
E. R. Dodds (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963), pp. 106, l. 10, and 108, ll. 25 and 32. Note that
Dodds here renders o�Ææ�Ø� by ‘substance’ and ���æ���Ø�� by ‘supra-existential’.

28 For some remarks on the contrast between Arabic and Greek terminology for ‘being’,
see A. C. Graham, ‘ ‘‘Being’’ in Linguistics and Philosophy’, Foundations of Language, 1 (1965),
223 V. For doctrinal contacts between Avicenna and Duns Scotus on the question of
existence see E. Gilson, L’être et l’essence (Paris: Vrin, 1948), 128–31.
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3

Why Existence Does Not
Emerge as a Distinct Concept
in Greek Philosophy*

In the extended discussion of the concept (or concepts) of Being in
Greek philosophy from Parmenides to Aristotle, the theme of exist-
ence does not Wgure as a distinct topic for philosophical reXection. My
aim here is to defend and illustrate this claim, and at the same time to
suggest some of the reasons why it is that the concept of existence does
not get singled out as a topic in its own right. Finally, I shall raise in a
tentative way the question whether or not the neglect of this topic was
necessarily a philosophical disadvantage.
Let me make clear that my thesis is limited to the classic period of

Greek philosophy, down to Aristotle. The situation is more compli-
cated in Hellenistic and Neoplatonic thought, for here we Wnd two
technical terms corresponding more or less to the notion of existence:
the verb hyparchō, with its noun hyparxis, which renders ‘existence’ in
modern Greek, and the verb hypostēnai with its noun hypostasis, which
corresponds to the Latin verb subsistere, and is thus a rather close
cognate of exsistere. I suspect that a careful study of these Greek
terms would reveal that even in their usage we Wnd no real equivalent
for our concept of existence. In any case, this later terminology of
hyparxis and hypostasis plays no part in the formulation of Plato’s and
Aristotle’s ontology, and I shall ignore it here. My general view of the
historical development is that existence in the modern sense becomes a

* This paper was originally delivered on 31March 1976 in a session on Greek ontology in
the International Philosophy Conference in New York.



central concept in philosophy only in the period when Greek ontol-
ogy is radically revised in the light of a metaphysics of creation; that is
to say, under the inXuence of biblical religion. As far as I can see, this
development did not take place with Augustine or with the Greek
Church Fathers, who remained under the sway of classical ontology.
The newmetaphysics seems to have taken shape in Islamic philosophy,
in the form of a radical distinction between necessary and contingent
existence: between the existence of God j ½½324��on the one hand, and that of
the created world on the other. The old Platonic contrast between
Being and Becoming, between the eternal and the perishable (or, in
Aristotelian terms, between the necessary and the contingent) now
gets reformulated in such a way that for the contingent being of
the created world (which was originally present only as a ‘possibility’
in the divine mind) the property of ‘real existence’ emerges as a new
attribute or ‘accident’, a kind of added beneWt bestowed by God upon
possible beings in the act of creation. What is new here is the notion of
radical contingency: not simply the old Aristotelian idea that many
things might be other than they in fact are—that many events might
turn out otherwise—but that the whole world of nature might not
have been created at all: that it might not have existed.1

I leave it to the historians of Islamic and medieval philosophy to
decide how far my hypothesis is correct and to determine just when, or
in what stages, the new concept of existence was formulated. But, as
far as I can see, it is against the background of scholastic discussion of
the themes just mentioned that the modern concept of existence gets
separated out as a distinct topic for debate. By the modern concept
I mean the notion articulated in Descartes’s doubts about existence and
in his proofs of his own existence, the existence of God, and the
existence of the external world, and further developed after Descartes
in the arguments about the existence of ‘other minds’. The modern

1 This is the conceptual basis for the intellectual pathos of contemporary ‘existentialism’, as
expressed for example by Jean-Paul Sartre in a famous passage of La Nausée: ‘Aucun être
nécessaire ne peut expliquer l’existence: la contingence n’est pas un faux semblant, une
apparence qu’on peut dissiper; c’est l’absolu, par conséquent la gratuité parfaite. Tout est gratuit,
ce jardin, cette ville et moi-même. Personne n’a le droit; ils sont entièrement gratuits . . . ils
n’arrivent pas à ne pas se sentir de trop’ (Paris: Gallimard, 1938; p. 185 of the Édition de poche).
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concept of existence took a new, contemporary turn as a result of the
development of quantiWcation theory in logic. And it was applied to a
new set of problems as a consequence of Russell’s puzzles about
denoting in the case of nonexistent subjects like ‘the present king of
France’, as well as in the more directly puzzling case of negative
existentials, like ‘Santa Claus does not exist’. (It is interesting to note
that although sentences of this form occur in classical Greek philoso-
phy—‘Zeus does not exist’ or ‘Centaurs do not exist’—their structure
is never recognized as problematic. There seems to be little or no
concern for the problem of reference as j½½325�� such.2) We might summarize
the modern concept of existence as the notion for which one analysis is
suggested by Quine’s dictum ‘to be is to be the value of a variable’.
This brief survey of discussions of existence from Descartes to

Russell and Quine is intended merely to identify what I mean by the
concept of existence that does not emerge as a theme in Greek phil-
osophy. It might be supposed that this nonemergence could be
explained quite simply by the fact that classical Greek has no distinct
verb meaning ‘to exist’ and hence must make do with the more general
verb ‘to be’ (eimi/einai). But this explanation will not take us very far.
On the one hand, it is perfectly possible to discuss questions of
existence without relying on a special verb ‘to exist’, as Quine em-
phasizes in his essay ‘On what there is’, and as Descartes showed in his
phrase ‘Je pense, donc je suis’. And it seems clear that Aquinas has a
theory of the existence of created things, although the verb he regu-
larly uses to describe their existence is simply the verb ‘to be’ (esse).
(Similarly, in Anselm’s formulation of the ontological argument the
expression for ‘existence’ is esse in re.) On the other hand, the Greek
verb ‘to be’ has (from Homer on) a number of quite characteristic,

2 There is an interesting approach to the problem of reference in Aristotle’s discussion of
the diVerence between contraries and contradictories inCategories 10, where he considers the
diVerent consequences for the truth-value of sentences about Socrates in the case where
‘Socrates is not at all’ (�c Z���� ‹ºø� ��F �øŒæ���ı�, 13b15–35). In this case it is only
contradictories, and not contraries, of which one must be true and the other false. Aristotle’s
example is: ‘Socrates is sick’ will be false in this case, but ‘Socrates is not sick’ will be true
(13b32). It is worth noting that he does not distinguish this from the parallel assertion
‘Socrates is dead’, which I believe he would regard as true. For I assume that what Aristotle
has in mind here is the temporal existence or duration of individual living things and not
existence in general, timelessly understood. See the distinction below.
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idiomatic uses which we unhesitatingly recognize as ‘existential’.3

That is, ancient Greek has a set of idioms corresponding to our use
of ‘there is’ in sentences like ‘There is life on other planets’ or ‘There
are no Xying saucers’. Such idioms are used by Plato in arguing for the
existence of the gods (in Laws 10) and by Aristotle in discussing
whether or not there is an inWnite or a void (in Physics 3 and 5). So
although the presence of a special verb ‘to exist’ may encourage or
facilitate the emergence of existence as a distinct j ½½326��philosophical topic,
it is neither necessary nor suYcient for that development: not neces-
sary for the reasons just given, and not suYcient because the Latin verb
exsistere was in continual philosophical use (alongside of esse) from the
time of Lucretius and Cicero until the end of classical antiquity
without giving rise to this notion of existence—I mean, the notion
which we Wnd in Anselm and Aquinas without the use of a special verb.
Here as elsewhere, the thesis of linguistic relativism, or linguistic
determinism, tends to obscure more than it reveals.
Since I have just mentioned Plato’s argument for the existence of

the gods and Aristotle’s discussion of the existence of the inWnite and
the void, I must make clear that my thesis about the nonemergence of
existence as a distinct topic is not intended as a denial of the obvious
fact that the Greek philosophers occasionally discuss questions of exist-
ence. My thesis is rather that the concept of existence is never ‘the-
matized’: it does not itself become a subject for philosophical
reXection. We might say: the notion of existence is used, but never
mentioned. Even this statement has to be qualiWed, since there are
several passages in Aristotle where he shows that he is on the verge of
isolating oV existence as a distinct topic. For example, he distinguishes
in passing between the use of ‘to be’ in ‘Homer is a poet’ and the
‘absolute’ use of the verb in the sentence ‘Homer is’ (inDe Int. 11); and
he repeatedly distinguishes in Posterior Analytics 2 between the ques-
tions ‘What is x?’ (�� K��Ø;) and ‘Whether x is or not?’ (�N 	��Ø� j ��;).
Since his initial examples of this second question are ‘whether there is a
centaur or not’ and ‘whether there is (a) god’ (89b32), the point of the

3 I have documented these uses in some detail in Chapter 6 of The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient
Greek (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973) (vol. vi of J. W. M. Verhaar, (ed.), The Verb ‘Be’ and its
Synonyms).

existence not a distinct concept in greek 65



�N 	��Ø question seems clearly existential in our sense. But such passages
are almost the exception that proves the rule. In the Wrst case the
sentence ‘Homer is’ ( ��̌�Åæ�� K��Ø�) is apparently taken to mean
‘Homer is alive (now),’ so that the existential sense is at best very
limited and speciWc. And in the more systematic distinction between
types of questions in Posterior Analytics 2, it is not at all clear that the
question of existence as such (�N 	��Ø�), (‘whether X is or not’) is
carefully kept separate from the question of propositional fact (‹�Ø
	��Ø) (‘whether or not X is Y’ or ‘whether XY is the case’). As Ross
says (in commenting on 2. 1), ‘the distinctions become blurred in the
next chapter’.4 Aristotle’s interest seems to shift, inevitably and almost
imperceptibly, j ½½327��from the existence of individual substances like cen-
taurs or gods to the ‘existence’ of states of aVairs, like the moon being
eclipsed. Now the interpretation of these chapters in the Analytics is
extremely diYcult, und I am not at all sure I know just what Aristotle
has in mind. What does seem clear is that our diYculties of interpret-
ation are in part due to the fact that Aristotle does not consistently
regard the ‘whether-X-is-or-not’ question as a question about the
existence or nonexistence of individual entities of a speciWed kind,
such as centaurs or gods. Even in this passage, then, which seems to be
the nearest thing to an explicit distinction of the topic of existence in
Aristotle, the distinction does not quite come oV.
The upshot is that, although we can recognize at least three diVerent

kinds of existential questions discussed by Aristotle, Aristotle himself
neither distinguishes these questions from one another nor brings them
together under any common head or topic that might be set in contrast
to other themes in his general discussion of Being. The three kinds of
questions (which have been carefully catalogued by G. E. L. Owen5)
are (1) questions of individual existence over time, in the sense in
which we say that a man or a block of ice comes into existence and
goes out of existence (i.e. that the man dies or the ice melts); (2)
questions of sortal existence, timelessly understood: whether there are

4 See Ross’s edition of Aristotle’s Prior and Posterior Analytics (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2003), 610–12.

5 G. E. L. Owen, ‘Aristotle on the Snares of Ontology’, in R. Bambrough (ed.), New
Essays on Plato and Aristotle (New York: Humanities, 1965), 69–95.

66 charles h. kahn



such things as centaurs (which Owen identiWes with the modern use of
the existential quantiWer); and (3) more abstract or conceptual ques-
tions of existence in connection with items like the inWnite, the void,
and the subject matter of geometry: in what sense we want to say that
such things do or do not exist. What is important to note for our
purposes is that although these three topics may quite reasonably be
grouped together from the point of view of the modern notion of
existence, there is nothing in Aristotle’s own conceptual scheme that
serves to bring them together. The closest correlate to the notion of
existence within Aristotle’s own scheme is the concept of potency and
act. And that, I suggest, is not very close.
What is true for Aristotle is true a fortiori for Parmenides and Plato.

And here I will turn from documenting the absence of existence as
such to the more constructive task of identifying the decisive concept
that in fact dominates the view of Being in classical j ½½328��Greek ontology.
More precisely, I want to point to the concept that determines the
meaning or sense of ‘Being’ (�e Z�) when the term is Wrst introduced
into philosophic discussion, in the poem of Parmenides and the early
statement of Plato’s theory of Forms.
My claim, then, is that the concept of Being in Parmenides and

Plato—and to some extent in the later tradition as well—is understood
primarily by reference to the notion of truth and the corresponding
notion of reality. The question of Being is Wrst of all the question of the
nature of reality or the structure of the world, in the very general sense
of ‘the world’ which includes whatever we can know or investigate
and whatever we can describe in true or false statements. The question
of Being, then, for the Greek philosophers is: How must the world be
structured in order for inquiry, knowledge, science, and true discourse
(or, for that matter, false discourse) to be possible? In linguistic terms,
this means that the decisive usage of the verb in the creation of Greek
ontology is what I call the veridical use, in which the verb estimeans ‘is
true’ or ‘is the case’.
Before pursuing this thesis I must pause for a few linguistic remarks.

Plato and (even more) Parmenides have often been accused of con-
fusing or conXating the copula and the existential uses of ‘to be’, and
hence of producing the pseudoconcept of Being by the mistaken
assumption that the verb had a single meaning when used for
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predication and for statements of existence. I do not wish to deny that
such confusions sometimes arise in Greek philosophy: I insist only that
they play no essential role in the creation and articulation of the
concept of Being by Parmenides and Plato. They play no essential
role because both predication (with a copula use of ‘to be’) and
statements of existence (with an existential use of the verb) may be
regarded as special cases of the more general and more fundamental use
of ‘to be’ to express the content of a truth claim as such: the so-called
veridical use to aYrm a propositional content or an objective state of
aVairs. Since I have illustrated this use in detail elsewhere, and have
pointed to its archaic origins in the prehistoric use of the Indo-
European participle *sant- (corresponding to Greek Z�, Z����), in the
common Indo-European usage represented in the old English word
‘sooth’, and the Sanskrit forms sat and satya, I need here only remind
you that this prehistoric idiom is alive and well in colloquial American
English today, in the locution ‘Tell it like it is’. The ‘is’ here is a pure
veridical. The peculiar grammatical features of the veridical j ½½329��use are
(1) that its understood subject is propositional in form—a fact or a state
of aVairs asserted to obtain, and not an object or concept whose
existence is aYrmed—and (2) that it is typically construed (without
any predicate) in a clause of comparison with verbs of saying or
knowing (verba sentiendi et dicendi): ‘Tell it like it is’. Thus the canonical
form of the veridical construction of ‘to be’ in Greek, from Homer on,
is as follows: ‘Things are (in fact) as you say (or think or know) them to
be’ 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ �o�ø u���æ �f º�ª�Ø�. As this locution shows, the
prephilosophic conception of truth in Greek (and in Indo-European
generally, if not in all languages) involves some kind of correlation or
‘Wt’ between what is said or thought, on one side, and what is or what is
the case or the way things are on the other side. Let us call this the
correlation between assertion and reality, where ‘assertion’ is used
neutrally both for saying that it is so and thinking that it is so; and ‘reality’
is used simply as a convenient abbreviation for the fact that it is so or what
happens to be the case.
My claim, then, is that in the formation of the Greek concept of

Being, the key notion is that of truth—the goal of science and the
proper aim of declarative speech. If we bear in mind the structure of
the veridical use of the verb, we will easily see how the philosophers’
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interest in knowledge and truth, taken together with this use of ‘to be’,
immediately leads to the concept of Being as reality. I repeat, I am
using ‘reality’ here not in any large metaphysical sense but simply as a
convenient term for the facts that make true statements true and false
statements false, or for whatever it is ‘in the world,’ for whatever ‘is the
case,’ that makes some assertions and some judgments correct and
others mistaken. If I assert—either in thought or in speech—that the
sun is shining, and if what I assert is true, then the corresponding
‘reality’ is simply the fact that the sun is shining.
So far I have said nothing about be as verb of existence or as copula.

I have shown only that starting from the veridical locutions and the
notion of Being as truth, we immediately get to the related notion of
Being as reality, in a suitably loose and generalized sense of ‘reality’. Of
course, we can easily see how the existential and copula uses of bewill also
turn up, if we think of the reality in question as expressed by a subject–
predicate sentence—for instance by the sentence ‘The sun is shining.’
For if this sentence is true, then its subject (the sun) must exist. And the
sentence uses the copula verb is to predicate something of this subject;
namely, that j ½½330��it is shining, or that its light reaches us. So when we are talking
about truth and reality, the existential and copulative uses of be are never
far away. But I insist that if we begin to interpret the concept of Being by
looking for existential or copula uses of the verb, we will not only make
unnecessary trouble for ourselves;wemaymiss the real point.Wewill fail
to grasp the essential features of the Greek concept of Being.
Consider now what Parmenides says about Being or what is, �e K��.

He introduces it (in fragment 2) as the object for knowledge and the
territory or homeland of truth. ‘These are the only ways of inquiry
there are for knowing (or ‘for understanding’, noēsai): the one, that it
is . . . the other that it is not’. The former he calls ‘the path of Persuasion,
for she follows upon Truth’; in other words, Being, or what is, is what
we can and should believe (be persuaded by), because it leads to (or is
identical with) truth. The other path (that it is not) he rejects as
‘unheard of ’ or ‘uninformative’ (panapeuthēs), a way that cannot be
trusted, ‘for you cannot know what is not . . . nor can you point it out’.
Parmenides’ explicit reason here for rejecting what is not, �e �c K�� is
that it cannot be an object of knowledge (gnōnai), a path for
understanding (noēsai), or a topic of informative discourse (phrazein).

existence not a distinct concept in greek 69



Since in Greek the expressions �e �c Z� and �a �c Z��Æ would
normally designate the content of lies and false belief, it is obvious
why these labels will not signify an object of knowledge or reliable
information. The peculiarly Parmenidean touch is to identify ‘the
thing that is not’, as the content of falsehood and error, with nothing
or nonentity (�Å
�� at Parmenides 8. 10: cf. 6. 2).
I submit: The guiding thought at the outset of Parmenides’ poem,

the thought which motivates his articulation of the concept of Being,
is the idea of Truth as the goal of knowledge and inquiry. But of course
the ‘being’ which is known and truly asserted must be a ‘reality’ in the
very general sense indicated earlier. So for Parmenides the veridical
notion of Being leads directly to the concept of Reality as opposed to
Appearance or false Seeming: Being and Truth—to eon and Alētheia—
are explicitly contrasted with the erroneous Opinions (or Seemings,
doxai) of mortals. By setting this contrast between true Reality and false
or mistaken Appearance at the center of his doctrine, Parmenides
passes beyond the commonsense, pretheoretical notion of ‘reality’
implied by the ancient locutions for truth, and articulates for the Wrst
time a metaphysical concept of Being. j

½½331�� Parmenides’ theory of Being has many other aspects which are not
directly accounted for by the veridical sense of the verb: its contrast
with Becoming, for example—that is to say, its eternal and perfectly
static character as an entity that cannot change or move—and also its
spatial extension and indivisible bodily mass. My aim here is not to
oVer a complete account, not even a general sketch, of Parmenides’
ontology, but simply to identify the concept that gives meaning to his
quest, the concept that can permit us to understand what the Greek
project of ontology was all about. Now aside from the properties of
spatial location and bodily mass, the Eleatic attributes of Being are all
preserved in the ontology which Plato develops for the Forms in the
middle dialogues. A brief look at the Phaedo (65–66), where the general
doctrine of Forms is introduced for the Wrst time by a systematic use of
the terminology of Being (Z�, �P��Æ)6, or a glance at the even more

6 See, for example, Burnet’s comments on Phaedo 65c3 and 65c9 (in his edition of the
dialogue), and my own fuller statement of these remarks about Parmenides and Plato in
‘Linguistic Relativism and the Greek Project of Ontology’, in G. M. C. Sprung (ed), The
Question of Being (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, [1977] ).
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Parmenidean passage in Republic 5 (478–80), where �e Z� as stable
object of knowledge is contrasted with the many sensible particulars
that are object of doxa, would suYce to show that here too the initial
clue, the key to the concept of Being in Plato as in Parmenides, is
provided by the notions of truth and knowledge, and by the very
general concept of reality or what is so that is required by these two
notions.
In the Wrst instance, then, Being for Plato is characterized as the

reality which is sought after in intellectual inquiry, apprehended in
noetic cognition, and described or deWned in true discourse. But when
we pass from these general ‘veridical’ contours to a more detailed
analysis, the copula construction emerges as the primary formula for
the articulation of the concept of truth and its grounding in the reality
of the Forms. Every truth for Plato can properly be expressed in the
copula form ‘X is Y’. Even the existential proposition can be so
expressed: ‘Justice exists’ is expressed as ‘Justice is something (ti)’.
Now the copula proposition in turn is to be interpreted ontologically
in terms of participation: ‘X is Y’ is true only if and because X
participates in Y-ness or in the Y. In the last analysis, I suggest, Plato’s
concept of Being is the being-of-a-Form, or the being-related-to-a-
Form by way of participation. j ½½332��The concepts of truth and predication,
which concern statement and knowledge, are grounded upon these
more fundamental notions of Being which concern the nature of
things: Forms and participation.
Summarizing our positive results so far, we can say: in Greek

ontology, from Parmenides on, the question of Being is a question as
to what reality must be like—or what the world must be like—in order
for knowledge and true (or false) discourse to be possible. It is, in
eVect, the Wrst question which Wittgenstein set out to answer in the
Tractatus: How must the world be structured if logic and scientiWc
language are to be possible? Since for Plato knowledge is assimilated to
discourse, and discourse is analyzed in the predicative form ‘X is Y’,
the problem of knowledge and true discourse becomes, in part at
least, the problem of predication: What must reality be like if predi-
cations like ‘X is Y’ are to be possible, and sometimes true? What will
X be like? What will Y be like? And how can the two be related to one
another?
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In Aristotle the concept of Being becomes more complex—too
complex for summary statement here. We would have to begin by
analyzing the doctrine of the categories, and go on to consider the
concepts of potency and act. Let me remark only that the scheme of
the categories, which is formulated as a device for distinguishing types
of predication, serves in eVect for analyzing types of existence as well.
To the various forms of predication recognized by the division into
categories correspond so many diVerent modes of existence. The most
fundamental mode is of course that of the primary category, the being
of substances; that is to say, the existence of individual entities of
a deWnite kind—which in the paradigm case means the existence
of a living organism belonging to a deWnite species: a human being,
or a horse, or a pine tree. For Socrates to exist is for him to be a (living)
man, to live a human life; for a particular tree to exist is for it to be a
living oak or chestnut. For white to exist is to be a color; that is, a quality,
belonging to some particular substance. For walking to exist is to be an
action performed by some man or animal. Thus the general tendency of
this Aristotelian method in ontology is for the existential idea to be
absorbed into the theory of predication, and to be expressed linguis-
tically by copula uses of the verb. So we Wnd that the key ontological
formula of Aristotle’s metaphysics, the �e �� q� �r�ÆØ, deWnes the mode
of existence for any subject whatsoever, but it does so without any
existential use of the verb. The concrete being of Socrates is a j ½½333��
compound of matter and form, body and psyche; but the matter itself
is determined by the essence, the �e �� q� �r�ÆØ for man, the being-
what-it-is. Socrates’ being or existence is his being-human, his being-
what-a-man-is; that is to say, his being that particular kind of thing that
is speciWed in the deWnition which answers to the question: What is X?
What is a human being (�� K��Ø� ¼�Łæø���)? Thus for Aristotle, as for
Plato, existence is always �r�Æ� �Ø, being something or other, being
something deWnite. There is no concept of existence as such, for
subjects of an indeterminate nature.
To return now to the question with which we began: that of why

existence does not emerge as a distinct concept in Greek philosophy.
In principle the answer is clear. My explanation is that in Greek
ontology in its early stages, in Plato and Parmenides, the veridical
concept was primary, and the question of Being was the question of
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‘reality’, as determined by the concept of truth. Since this conception
of reality is articulated in Plato by copula sentences of the form ‘X is
Y’, it turns out that even the concept of existence gets expressed in this
predicative form: as we have seen, Platonic Greek for ‘X exists’ is ‘X is
something’, �r�Æ� �Ø. In the scheme of categories which Aristotle takes
as the starting point for his own investigation of being, this same
predicative pattern serves as the primary device for analyzing �a

Z��Æ, what there is, and for showing how the various kinds of being
are related to one another. So it is naturally the theory of predication,
and not the concept of existence, that becomes the central and explicit
theme of Aristotle’s metaphysics, as it was the implicit theme of Plato’s
discussion of Being in the Sophist.
If we conclude, now, by raising the question whether it was a

philosophical disadvantage for Greek ontology to begin with the
concept of truth and reality (as object of knowledge and the content
of true statement), and whether it was a mistake to proceed by devel-
oping a theory of predication and neglecting the concept of existence
as such, we cannot hope to answer such a question with any brief
statement. I will simply hint at the line which a defense of Greek
ontology might pursue. Let us imagine Parmenides, Plato, and Aris-
totle responding as follows.

Granted that our starting point in ontology does not provide a theory of
reference or denotation, and hence does not confront the problems of nega-
tive existentials or statements about nonexistent subjects. After all, a discipline
in its initial stages cannot hope to deal with all of the problems. But by
articulating our own j ½½334��doctrines of being around the topics of truth and
predication we pointed to the notions of propositional analysis and truth for
sentences or statements (º�ª��) that provide the conceptual framework within
which a theory of reference and a clear account of existence becomes possible.
It is scarcely necessary to defend our achievements by pointing to the con-
temporary relevance of a Platonizing ontology for the discussion of universals
and the theory of mathematical objects (numbers, sets, etc.), or to the obvious
role which Aristotelian ideas about individuals, predication, and natural kinds
continue to play in modern work in ontology, logic, and theory of language.
We should perhaps emphasize what is less obvious: that the veridical starting
point for Greek theories of Being or reality anticipates in a rather striking way
the contemporary standpoint which (following and developing certain ideas
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of Tarski) takes the notion of truth for sentences as basic in any theory of
meaning and knowledge. (Consider the view of Donald Davidson in his
presidential address ‘On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme’,7 or the
parallel doctrine which Henry Hiz calls ‘aletheism’.) Above all, we would
insist that the articulation of Greek theories of reality around the topics of
truth and predication or º�ª�� guarantees that philosophical speculation—as
long as it is faithful to this starting point—will remain in close contact with
genuine problems of knowledge in the sciences and with careful work in
logic.
Now we must admit (these philosophers will conclude) that our neglect

of the topic of existence as such does leave us without any ready means of
formulating Cartesian doubts about the existence of the external world, just as
it also leaves us without the concept of existence that provides the nerve of
Anselm’s ontological argument. From the standpoint of our ontologies, no
one could ever have formulated either Anselm’s argument or Descartes’s
radical doubts about existence. But, depending upon one’s view of the value
of the ontological argument and the philosophical importance of scepticism
concerning the external world, these deWciencies in our standpoint could
perhaps be counted as assets rather than as liabilities.

7 Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association, 47 (1973–74), esp.
pp. 16 V.
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4

Some Philosophical Uses
of ‘To Be’ in Plato*

I here discuss two sets of passages where Plato uses the verb �r�ÆØ (and
its nominal forms Z� and �P��Æ) in a philosophically loaded way, in
connection with the notion of truth. I suggest that the systematic
nature of this connection has not been recognized and hence its
philosophical signiWcance has not been properly understood.
Syntactically, the passages in question are a mixed bag. In a few

cases we have what I call the veridical construction with a subject of
sentential rather than nominal form: the verb is construed absolutely
(no further predicate is expressed or understood), and it is syntactic-
ally linked to a clause of thinking or saying.1 In other cases, where
the subject (or implied subject) is a noun phrase, an absolute con-
struction of the verb may bear an existential sense. Most often,
however, �r�ÆØ will function as copula with predicate adjective,
noun, or prepositional phrase.
In cases where no predicate is expressed there has been a tendency of

late to describe the use of the verb as ‘incomplete’ and to construe it as
an elliptical copula, i.e. to interpret an expression of the form X is as
elliptical for X is Y, where the value of Y is either speciWed by the

* The Wrst version of this paper was presented to Professor Aubenque’s seminar on Greek
ontology at the Sorbonne in February 1980. I want to thank Pierre Aubenque for his kind
invitation to address the seminar, and for thus inducing me to return to some unWnished
business on to be. I am also grateful to Jonathan Barnes, Lesley Brown, and Christopher
Kirwan for detailed comments on an early draft.

1 The full veridical construction involves a clause of comparison with the verb of thinking
or saying: 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ �o�ø� ‰� �f º�ª�Ø� (‘Things are just as you say’), or in English, ‘Tell it
like it is!’. See my The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greek (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973), 334–6.



context or left quite general.2 I do not want to deny the appropriate-
ness of such an interpretation in many cases, perhaps in most. But
I want to insist that the uses of �r�ÆØ in Plato (as in Greek generally) are
often overdetermined: several grammatical readings of a single occur-
rence are not only possible but sometimes required for the full under-
standing of the text. (Whether or not fallacy arises from such ambiguity
is a question that must be considered separately for each case.)
Even where the syntax is unambiguous, a copula use of the verb may

bear a veridical value; that is to say, it may serve to call attention to the
truth claim that is implicit in every declarative sentence. This function
of the verb, which I have elsewhere called the veridical nuance or
veridical lexical value, is not so clearly deWned a notion as the veridical
construction. It is unmistakable in those cases where a use of �r�ÆØ is
naturally translated as ‘is true’, ‘is so’, or ‘is the case’; but these are
typically not copula constructions. In the copula use a veridical nuance
emerges whenever there is any contrast between being so and seeming
so, between being really such and such and being only called such and
such or believed to be such j ½½106��and such. Just as in the veridical construction
proper there is an explicit comparison between a clause with �r�ÆØ and
a clause with a verb of saying or thinking, so in the wider range of uses
with veridical nuance there is a contrast, expressed or implied, between
how things are and how they seem, i.e. how they are said or believed to
be. The classical example of this is a line from Aeschylus:

�P ªaæ 
�Œ�E� ¼æØ����, Iºº �r �ÆØ Ł�º�Ø.

(‘He wants not to appear but to be the noblest’)
(Septem 592)3

Parallels from other languages make clear that this veridical value for
�r�ÆØ is an inheritance from Indo-European, where the verb and its
participle *sant- seem to have been used in juridical contexts for ‘the
facts of the case’ or the person who is really the culprit and not merely
accused or suspected.4 So in a context of inquiry �e Z� signiWes ‘the fact’

2 See e.g. John McDowell, Plato: Theaetetus (Oxford: Clarendon, 1973), 118; David
Gallop, Plato: Phaedo (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975), 92, following G. E. L. Owen and others.

3 For this and other examples of copula with veridical value see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 356–60.
4 The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 332with n. 2, 355with n. 6, 359 n. 28. Thus sons (¼ þ�) in Latin means

‘guilty’, insons ‘innocent’. SeeA. Ernout andA.Meillet,Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue latine
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or the truth one is trying to get at. This range of idomatic uses reXects (or
explains) the role of �r�ÆØ as privileged signal for the truth claim that is
implicit in the indicative form of every declarative sentence.5 Thus the
minimal case of a veridical value for K��� is simply an emphatic assertion.
Let me brieXy illustrate these points from Aristotle, before turning

to Plato. We have the veridical construction proper inMet. ˆ 7, where
Aristotle deWnes truth as saying of what-is that it is and of what-is-not
that it is not, and falsehood conversely:

�e �b� ªaæ º�ª�Ø� �e k� �c �r�ÆØ j �e �c k� �r�ÆØ ł�F
��, �e 
b �e k� �r�ÆØ ŒÆd
�e �c k� �c �r�ÆØ IºÅŁ�� (101. 1b26–7).

Here the participial forms (‘what-is’ and ‘what-is-not’) refer to states of
aVairs in the world, to positive and negative facts as it were, while the
inWnitival clauses (‘that it is’, ‘that it is not’) represent the propositional
content asserted: what is said to be the case. I see no trace of the copula
construction here, no suggestion that a predicate is to be supplied or
understood for ‘to be’.
In Met. ˜ 7, on the other hand, the use of �r�ÆØ to signify truth (‹�Ø

IºÅŁ��) is illustrated by an ordinary copula construction, with the verb
in the emphatic initial position: ‹�Ø 	��Ø �øŒæ��Å� ��ı�ØŒ��, ‹�Ø
IºÅŁb� ��F��. Word order is of rhetorical rather than grammatical
signiWcance in Greek, and an initial 	��Ø does not in general call for a
veridical interpretation.6 What Aristotle tells us (and what we might
not otherwise guess) is that he recognizes the veridical idea, the distinct
expression of a truth claim, in a standard copula use of K���, at least
when that use is suYciently emphatic. Or perhaps we should say that
Aristotle reads K��� here twice: once as j ½½107��copula (‘Socrates is musical’)
and once as veridical sentence-operator (‘It is true that Socrates is
musical’). For in his negative example �e 
 �PŒ 	��Ø� � 
Ø����æ��
������æ��, ‹�Ø ł�F
��, where the negation can be read either internally
(‘the diagonal is not commensurate’) or externally (‘it is not the case that
the diagonal is commensurate’), the latter reading seems to be indicated

(Paris: Klicksieck, 1985), s.v. sons. Compare the impersonal use in Greek: �a� 
�ŒÆ� I���Æ���Ø�
ŒÆ�a �e K��, ‘to render justice according to the facts’, in Hdt. 1.97.1. Other Herodotean
examples of �e K�� for ‘the facts’ under investigation are cited in The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 352–3.

5 For further discussion see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 186–91, 369–70, 407–8.
6 The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 424–5.
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by Aristotle’s own statement ‹�Ø ł�F
��: (‘this means) that it is a
falsehood (sc. to say that it is commensurate)’. If, following this clue, we
read the veridical sentence operator into the copula construction here,
we have a clear case of what I call overdetermination: a single occur-
rence of the verb that requires two readings for a full understanding.

I

My Wrst set of Platonic passages involves the terminology of the
doctrine of Forms in four diVerent dialogues. In the Wrst example,
from the Lysis, that doctrine is itself not stated but some of the relevant
terminology is introduced, probably for the Wrst time.

(1) At Lysis 219c the regress of one-thing-dear-for-the-sake-of-
another is broken by the prospect of reaching ‘an Iæå� which will
no longer refer us to something else dear, but we will arrive at that
which is primarily dear (KŒ�E�� ‹ K��Ø� �æH��� ç�º��), for the sake of
which we say all other things are dear’. The pronoun KŒ�E�� with the
phrase ‹ K��Ø� introducing the name or predicate for a Form will
become a familiar part of the later terminology, which is also antici-
pated here in the comparison of many other dear things to images
(�Y
øºÆ) of the one primary ç�º�� (219d3). Our present interest lies,
however, less in the anticipation of things to come than in the veridical
value placed upon the copula construction ‹ K��Ø�. This value would
not be clear from the Wrst occurrence just cited from 219c7; but it is
brought out in the sequel by the contrast between the deceptive
images and their original, ‘that primary thing, which is truly dear’
(KŒ�E�� �e �æH���, n ‰� IºÅŁH� K��Ø ç�º��, 219d4–5).7 And the same
value is reasserted in the opposition between ‘what is really dear’ (�e
�fiH Z��Ø ç�º�� 220b1 and b4) and those things which are dear for the

7 Readers have objected (1) that ‰� IºÅŁH� (like �fiH Z��Ø in what follows) can be rendered
‘really’ or ‘genuinely’ instead of ‘truly’, and (2) that hence all connection with the notion of
truth is lost. I agree with (1) but not with (2). The notion of a genuine F is logically
dependent upon the claim that something is truly (and literally) F. Thus fake diamonds and
decoy ducks are not truly diamonds and ducks; i.e. it is not (literally) true to say that they are
diamonds and ducks. A thing is really F, or is a genuine F, if and only if it is truly F; i.e. if and
only if it is (literally) true to say of the thing that it is F.
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sake of something else and hence only nominally dear (Þ��Æ�Ø
çÆØ����ŁÆ º�ª����� ÆP�� b1). Plato’s future doctrine of eponymy,
that particulars are ‘named after’ the Forms in which they participate
(Phaedo 78e2, 102b2), is here adumbrated, and the notion of truth is
introduced in a way that is also characteristically Platonic: to a descrip-
tive term or predicate ‘F’ (in this case ‘ç�º��’) there corresponds a
unique entity of which this term is true without qualiWcation; the term
applies to other things derivatively, in virtue of their j ½½108��relation to this
privileged paradigm (which is here called ‘the primary F’; in later
dialogues it will be ‘the F itself ’).
(2) Symposium 210e. In his Wrst dazzling but sharply focussed state-

ment of the standard doctrine, Plato introduces us to a single Form, in
a sudden vision of ‘something beautiful of a marvellous nature, that
very thing (��F�� KŒ�E��) for the sake of which our previous labors were
undertaken’. The description opens with a good example of the
overdetermined or overworked use of �r�ÆØ: �æH��� �b� I�d Z� . . .
	��Ø�Æ �P �fi B �b� ŒÆº��, �fi B 
 ÆN�åæ��, �P
b ���b ���, ���b 
b �h. The
participle Z� naturally takes the strong ‘existential’ value with I�� (‘is
eternally’, ‘is forever’) echoing the Homeric formula Ł��d ÆNb� K�����
and immediately paralleled not only by �h�� ªØª������� �h��

I��ºº������ but also by �h�� ÆP�Æ������� �h�� çŁ����, which do
not take the predicative construction. Initially, then, there is no reason
to construe the participle as copula, incomplete or otherwise. But of
course it does provide the verb of predication on which to hang the
following antithetical phrases (and so we have T� �Ø�d �b� k� ŒÆº�� at
211a5). Hence the predicative phrases �fi B �b� ŒÆº��, �æe� �b� �e ŒÆº��,
etc. in the rest of the sentence do permit us to go back and see that I�d
Z� can be read not only as ‘this beautiful thing is forever’ but also as ‘this
thing is forever beautiful.’ The existential use in I�d Z� is pregnant with
the incomplete copula. But it would be a mistake to eliminate the Wrst
construal in favor of the second, since we would then lose not only the
Homeric overtones but the rhetorical balance with the immediately
following participles. We must recognize both the absolute construc-
tion (explicitly) and the copula syntax (implicitly) as part of the total
meaning of the text. And so likewise for ÆP�e ŒÆŁ ÆP�e ��Ł ÆP��F
�����Ø
b� I�d Z� at 211b1–2: both ‘it is always uniform’ and also ‘it is
eternal, exists forever.’
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At 211c7–d1 we encounter the KŒ�E�� ‹ K��Ø formula familiar from
the Lysis: K� KŒ�E�� �e ��ŁÅ�Æ ��º�ı�B�ÆØ, ‹ K��Ø� �PŒ ¼ºº�ı j ÆP��F
KŒ����ı ��F ŒÆº�F ��ŁÅ�Æ, ŒÆd ª�fiH ÆP�e ��º�ı�H�. ‹ K��Ø ŒÆº��:8

‘(One passes from beautiful studies) to come Wnally to that very study
which is study of nothing but that very Beautiful itself, and one ends by
knowing this, (namely) what is beautiful’, or perhaps: ‘what beautiful is.’
There is an ambiguity in the syntax of ‹ K��Ø ŒÆº��which we shall Wnd
again in the Phaedo: ŒÆº�� may be construed either as subject or as
predicate with K���. The predicate syntax is favored by the parallel
with ��ŁÅ�Æ above and by the absence of the article with ŒÆº��. (But
compare Phaedo 65d4, cited below, where 
�ŒÆØ�� ÆP�� without the
article must be subject.) Since we have, in eVect, an ‘is’ of deWnitional
equivalence, the distinction between subject and predicate is of no
logical signiWcance.9 It is important that the j½½109�� term following K��� does
not take the article, and thus preserves its form as a predicate (as G. E. L.
Owen has pointed out); and this remains true even if one wanted to
construe it here as grammatical subject, on the analogy with the what-
is-X question: ‘to know what beautiful is’ would be to know the full
sense of the term, and perhaps its privileged reference as well (i.e. the
entity of which it is uniquely true). If ŒÆº�� is taken as predicate, K���
should carry a strong veridical charge: ‘to know (the beautiful) itself,
the one thing that is truly beautiful.’ (Compare n ‰� IºÅŁH� K��Ø ç�º��
above from Lysis 219d5.) The account of the vision ends in any case
with an emphasis on the notion of truth: the philosophical initiate
‘begets not images of virtue, since he has not been in contact with an
image, but true virtue, since he has been in contact with truth’ (�e
IºÅŁ�� 212a5).
(3) In the fuller statement of the doctrine of Forms in the Phaedo, the

Wrst mention of Forms is preceded by the question: ‘When does the
soul grasp truth?’ (Iº�Ł�ØÆ 65b9). The veridical value of the participles
which follow (�a Z��Æ 65c3, �e Z� c9), and the systematic exchange

8 Here and in what follows I ignore the orthotone accent which Burnet prints for K���,
presumably in those cases where he regards its use as particularly emphatic. On the accent of
K��� see The Verb ‘Be’, app. A.

9 See below, Appendix on the grammar of ‹ K��Ø F. I leave open the question whether or
not it is appropriate to speak here of the ‘is’ of identity, and thus to construe the two terms as
names. But since in a deWnition the two designations of the same concept are at least logically
equivalent, the subject–predicate relation can go either way.
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between �a Z��Æ (66a3), �e Z� (66a8, c2) and Iº�Ł�ØÆ (66a6), �e IºÅŁ��
(66b7, d7, 67b1) in this connection was correctly noted by Burnet and
has been discussed elsewhere.10 Throughout this passage the participle
is construed absolutely, with the sense of ‘truth’ or ‘true reality’, as the
object sought in the philosopher’s quest for knowledge (cf. Ç��Å�Ø� at
65a10, �Œ���E� at b10, ÇÅ��E at d1, etc.). This is the ordinary notion of
truth associated with any inquiry into ‘the facts’; Plato’s terminology
here diVers from Herodotus’ use of �e K�� only by the strongly
theoretical context in which it is embedded. A more technical formu-
lation begins to appear at 65d4: çÆ��� �Ø �r�ÆØ 
�ŒÆØ�� ÆP�e j �P
��;
‘Do we say that (the) just itself is something or nothing?’.11 Note that
the claim of existence is expressed by the grammatical copula: to exist
is to be something. Veridical idea, existence claim, and predicative
syntax are all taken up in the nominalization of the verb �P��Æ at
65d13, in Plato’s Wrst generalized reference to the Forms: ‘(I am
speaking) of the being (�P��Æ) of all those things, what each one really
is’, (��æd) ±����ø� �B� �P��Æ� n �ıªå���Ø #ŒÆ���� Z�. The phrase n
�ıªå���Ø Z� is a strengthened version of ‹ K��Ø which seems to under-
score its veridical force (‘what a given thing really is’, Burnet; ‘what
each one actually is’, Gallop). The question whether #ŒÆ���� is subject
or predicate of the copula is probably as unanswerable here as at Symp.
211c8. To speak of what F is or of what is (truly) F is, for Plato, to speak
of the same thing.
We can say that the formula ‹ K��Ø represents an ‘is’ of equivalence

in a formula for essence, an answer to the Socratic request for a
deWnition, like j ½½110��Aristotle’s �e �� K��Ø or �e �� q� �r�ÆØ. But it would
be misleading to say that �P��Æ here means ‘essence’; it is simply a
nominalization for the various uses of �r�ÆØ, among which ‹ K��Ø will
emerge as the most important.

10 See ‘Linguistic Relativism and the Greek Project of Ontology’, in G. M. C. Sprung
(ed.), The Question of Being: East–West Perspectives (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1977).

11 Gallop’s translation ‘Do we say that there is something just, or nothing?’ renders the
sense correctly but it is not plausible as a reXection of the syntax. (‘There is something just’
would presumably be �r�ÆØ 
�ŒÆØ�� �Ø). The construction is clear from the parallel at 74a12:
çH��� �Ø �r�ÆØ (sc. ÆP�e �e Y���) j �Å
��, ‘Do we say that it is something or nothing?’. In this
case Gallop’s translation ‘Are we to say that there is something or nothing?’ seems to me
wrong.
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The doctrine stated at 65d is developed systematically from 74a–bwith
the introduction of ÆP�e �e Y���. We begin by recognizing the existence
of such an entity (with the copula construction as at 65d4: çH��� �Ø �r �ÆØ
j �Å
��; 74a12 ‘Do we say it is something or nothing?’), followed by the
indirect question with ‹ K��Ø: ‘And do we know what it is?’ q ŒÆd
K�Ø�����ŁÆ ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø�.12 The phrase ‘what it is’ (‹ K��Ø�) is then
used with the article as a technical label for the Form: ‘do equal sticks and
the like seem to us to be equal in the same way as the what-it-is itself ?’
(�o�ø� Y�Æ �r�ÆØ u���æ ÆP�e �e ‹ K��Ø�, 74d6). And so in a second
technical or frozen use at 75b1: the sensible equals strive after KŒ����ı ��F
‹ K��Ø� Y���, ‘that very what-is-equal’, in a phrase where the subject–
predicate construction of Y��� is again indeterminate. But the underlying
syntax of an indirect question after ‘to know’ immediately reappears at
75b6: ‘having acquired knowledge of the equal itself, (sc. knowledge of )
what it is’ (�NºÅç��Æ� K�Ø����Å� ÆP��F ��F Y��ı ‹�Ø K����).
Plato thus moves deliberately back and forth between idiomatic and

quasi-technical uses of the phrase ‹ K��Ø before focussing on it as the
oYcial designation for the Forms at 75d2: ‘Our argument now does
not concern the equal more than the beautiful itself and the good itself
and just and holy and, as I say, it concerns all those things on which we
set this seal of the what-it-is (�e ‹ K��Ø), both in the questions that we
ask and in the answers that we give’ (75c10–d3).13 Here the formula
with the frozen veridical-copula K��� is explicitly set within the frame-
work of dialectical inquiry, pursued in questions like ‘What is the
equal?’, ‘What is the pious?’. And we have the same framework in
our Wnal passage from the Phaedo, the summary reference at 78d1–4 to

12 This is Burnet’s text, based on BT, representing a standard form of indirect question, as
in Symp. 211c8. (For the use of the simple relative ‹� instead of the indirect relative ‹��Ø� in
indirect questions see H. W. Smyth, Greek Grammar rev. G. Messing (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1956), 601, § 2668; R. Kühner and B. Gerth, Ausführliche Gram-
matik (Hanover/Leipzig: Hahn, 1904), 438, § 562.4.) The variant ÆP�� ‹ K��Ø� Y��� (in Wand
in margins of B and T) would be less natural, but exactly parallel to ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø ŒÆº�� at Symp.
211c8; cf. �e ‹ K��Ø� Y��� at Phaedo 75b1. Such parallels explain the variant, but are not
evidence for what Plato wrote here. We have the same variant at 74d7, with Y��� after �e ‹
K��Ø� in T and a second hand of B: here Robin prints ÆP�e �e ‹ K��Ø� Y���.

13 Burnet reads �e ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø ‘the what-it-is itself ’, where the MSS have ��F��,
Iamblichus ��. I prefer to read ��F�� �e ‹ K��Ø (proposed also by Gallop: Plato 230). Loriaux
keeps ��F�� ‹ K��Ø, with the MSS (see R. Loriaux, Le Phédon de Platon (Namur: Secretariat
des publications, facultés universitaires, 1969), i. 151).
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the whole range of Forms as a privileged mode of being: ‘this very
reality (ÆP�c � �P��Æ) of whose being (��F �r�ÆØ) we give an account in
questions and answers . . . the equal itself, the beautiful itself, each
what-it-is (‹ K��Ø) itself, true being (�e Z�).’ Here in four lines we
have four verbal or nominalized occurrences of �r�ÆØ: (i) the abstract
nominalization �P��Æ, which has no value over and above the range of
meanings for the verb throughout this passage (as in 65d13, above),
where the implicit ‘What-is-it?’ question with veridical-deWnitional
force (What is it really?) prepares for the sense of ‘essence’ or ‘what-
ness’, as in the phrase º�ª�� �B� �P��Æ� for ‘deWnition’ (which we will
encounter in Republic 7, but can see emerging here in º�ª�� 
�
����
��F �r�ÆØ); (ii) the inWnitive �e �r�ÆØ of which one gives an account, i.e.
the ‘What-is-it?’ ½½111��j that Wgures as question and answer in dialectic; (iii)
the frozen version of the question (or answer) as a designation for the
Form: ÆP�e #ŒÆ���� ‹ K��Ø� (at 78d4, repeated without ÆP�� in the
next line); and (iv) the veridical participle �e Z�, originally introduced
as a general designation for truth (or true reality) as the object of which
philosophers are in search, but now given more precise content by the
systematic use of the verb in articulating the notion of Forms in 74–6.14

(Looking back, we can see that this more speciWcally Platonic sense of
�e Z� was implicit in �B� �P��Æ� ±����ø� n �ıªå���Ø #ŒÆ���� Z� at
65e1, though we did not yet have the distinction drawn between
Forms and particulars. The phrase just quoted from 65e1 is a good
example of Plato’s technique of signalling to the reader in advance a
doctrine which he will then proceed to develop methodically.)
Burnet (on 78d4) claims that �e Z� is added here ‘to suggest the

opposition of �r�ÆØ and ª�ª���ŁÆØ’. Now it is true that the opposition
between what is invariable and what is changing will be formulated in
the following words. But, unlike the context at Symposium 211a–b, in
our Phaedo passage the verb ª�ª���ŁÆØ is not to be found; and what is
directly suggested by �e Z� is not so much the static or durative value of
the verb as the veridical idea that has been constantly in play since the

14 I follow Burnet in punctuating after ‹ K��Ø at 78d4, thus taking �e Z� in apposition to all
that has gone before. One might be tempted to drop the comma and read ÆP�e #ŒÆ���� ‹
K��Ø� �e Z� as ‘each very entity that is’. But Plato regularly avoids the article with a term
following (and completing) ‹ K��Ø. Thus ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø� Œ�æŒ��, ÆP�e KŒ�E�� ‹ K��Ø� Z���Æ, at
Crat. 389b5, d6–7; ‹ K��Ø Œº��Å, at Rep. 10 597a2, c3, c9; �c� K� �fiH ‹ K��Ø� k� Z��ø�

K�Ø����Å� �s�Æ�, Phaedrus 247e1–2; �e ‹ K��Ø� ÇfiH��, Timaeus 39e8.
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phrase was Wrst introduced at 65c9. The Platonic-Eleatic conception of
Being is deWned by the convergence of two antitheses: (1) the oppos-
ition of Being and Seeming (�r�ÆØ and çÆ����ŁÆØ) which exploits the
veridical value of �r�ÆØ, and (2) the opposition of Being and Becoming
which exploits the static value of the verb (in contrast to ª�ª���ŁÆØ as
‘mutative’ copula),15 the value which serves to express the idea of
eternal constancy and uniformity. In characterizing the realm of
change as unreliable appearance, while identifying immutability with
true Reality, Plato is of course following in Parmenides’ footsteps.
What he has added to this Eleatic dualism (besides the much higher
level of conceptual clarity in stating the theory) is to locate the point of
convergence between truth and changelessness in the predicative
formulae for �r�ÆØ corresponding to the ‘what-is-it?’ question and
reXected in the phrase ‹ K��Ø. The deWnitional copula, or ‘is’ of
whatness,16 thus serves as the focus for the two converging constitu-
ents of the Platonic notion of Being: the idea of true reality (as opposed
to appearance) and the idea of immutable uniformity (as opposed to
change or Becoming).
Hence three of the four primary linguistic functions of �r�ÆØ in

Greek—the predicative construction, the static aspect, the veridical
nuance—provide essential instruments for the articulation of Plato’s
ontology of Forms: for a theory of �P��Æ as the reality which is truly and
immutably j ½½112��what-it-is. The fourth primary function of the verb, in the
existential uses, is likewise relevant; but an explicit statement of exist-
ence is relatively rare, and the most technical examples of such a
statement are actually copulative in form: being something (�Ø �r�ÆØ)
rather than nothing.17

15 For the static–kinetic (or stative–mutative) contrast see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 194 V.,
following John Lyons.

16 For my ‘ ‘‘is’’ of whatness’ see n. 9 above. Grammatically speaking, it is clear that we
need the copula construction of ‹ K��Ø to support the contrast between the ‘is truly F ’ of the
Forms and the ‘is and is not (F )’ of particulars. See below on Rep. 5 478d–479c.

17 See 74a10 çH��� �Ø �r�ÆØ j �Å
��, discussed above. So in earlier dialogues in introdu-
cing a concept for analysis: Gorgias 495c3–5 K�Ø����Å� ��ı ŒÆº�E� �Ø . . . �P ŒÆd I�
æ��Æ�
�ı�
c 	º�ª�� �Ø�Æ �r�ÆØ ���a K�Ø����Å�; Prot. 330c1 � 
ØŒÆØ����Å �æAª�� �� K��Ø� j �P
b�
�æAª�Æ; d3 �PŒ�F� çÆ�b ŒÆd ��F�� (sc. ›�Ø��Å�Æ) �æAª�� �Ø �r�ÆØ. Occasionally an absolute
(or quasi-absolute) existential use serves this function:Gorgias 450c4 �N�d� ��E� ��å�ÆØ· q ª�æ.
So in Prot. 330d2 �PŒ�F� ŒÆd ›�Ø��Å�� çÆ�� �r�ÆØ (‘there is some such thing as piety’), with
the same construction as in Gorgias 495c5.
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(4) The use of ‘to be’ in the doctrine of Forms in Republic 5–7 could
only be adequately treated in an analysis of that doctrine itself. I limit
my remarks here to three points noted for the Phaedo which we Wnd
more fully elaborated in the Republic: (a) the oscillation between
predicative and absolute syntax for expressions of the veridical contrast
between Forms and particulars; (b) the convergence of veridical and
static values in the �P��Æ of the Forms as true and unchanging ‘reality’;
and (c) the copula of whatness (the �P��Æ of �� K��Ø; and ‹ K��Ø) as a
characterization of Forms.
(a) As in Phaedo 65, so inRepublic 5. 476e V., it is the veridical notion

which predominates in Plato’s use of �e Z� to introduce the theory of
Forms. That notion is Wrst presented in the description of true philo-
sophers as ‘lovers of the spectacle of truth’ (475e4). The distinction
between Forms and particulars, the one and the many, is then correl-
ated with the opposition between Being and Seeming: each Form is
really one, but appears as many: ÆP�e �b� £� #ŒÆ���� �r�ÆØ, �fi B 
b . . .
Œ�Ø�ø��fi Æ �Æ��Æå�F çÆ��ÆÇ����Æ ��ººa çÆ����ŁÆØ #ŒÆ���� (476a5–7).
As in the verse from Aeschylus cited above, the veridical nuance of the
copula �r�ÆØ is brought out by antithesis with çÆ����ŁÆØ, reinforced
here by çÆ��ÆÇ����Æ. But it is only at 476e10 V., with the use of the
participial forms as objects of ‘to know’, that the veridical proper
makes its appearance as the general designation for the Forms. (Com-
pare Phaedo 65c3, c9 V. and 78d4, cited above.) Opinions may diVer,
but at any rate it seems clear to me that the veridical construal gives the
best sense at 477a1: �H� ªaæ i� �c Z� ª� �Ø ª�ø�Ł��Å, ‘How could
anything that is not (the case) be known?’. The Parmenidean echo is
unmistakable, and those readers who take 	��Ø in Parmenides fr. 2 as
‘exists’ may be inclined to do the same for �e Z� in this section of
Republic 5. Hence I must brieXy give my reasons for preferring the

For more straightforward (and less technical) existential uses in connection with the Forms
see e.g. Phaedo 76d7 �N �b� 	��Ø� – Łæıº�F��� I��, e2 �o�ø� u���æ ŒÆd �ÆF�Æ 	��Ø�, e4 �N 
b
�c 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ, 77a3 ����Æ �a ��ØÆF� �r �ÆØ ‰� �r�� �� ��ºØ��Æ.
In the echo of the ‘seal of ‹ K��Ø�’ phrase at 93d8–9, u���æ ÆP�B� (or ÆP��?) K��Ø� � �P��Æ

	å�ı�Æ �c� K�ø�ı��Æ� �c� ��F ‹ K��Ø�, the translation of the Wrst K���� is uncertain between
‘belongs to it’ (Burnet, Bluck) and ‘exists’ (Hackforth, Gallop). I suspect overdetermination.
But Loriaux’s argument (Le Phédon, i. 155) that ‹ K��Ø� too must therefore imply ‘une
aYrmation d’ existence’ is unconvincing—except in the sense that any true use of a copula
may be thought to imply the existence of its subject.
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veridical reading. (1) It is linguistically the more natural: ªØª���Œ�Ø� �e
Z� is essentially the same idiomatic construction as KŒ�ÆŁ�E� or
�ı��Æº��ŁÆØ �e K�� in Herodotus (9. 11. 3; 7. 209. 1) and �N
��ÆØ �a
K���Æ in Homer (Iliad 1. 70). (2) It is also philosophically preferable,
since it gives Plato a true and noncontroversial premiss (‘What is
known must be the case’, or S knows that p implies p) instead of a
premiss that is dubious, if not false: ‘One cannot know what does not
exist’. And why should Plato characterize knowledge as essentially or
primarily knowledge of existence: K�Ø����Å K�d �fiH Z��Ø ��çıŒ�, ª�H�ÆØ
‰� 	��Ø �e Z� (477b10)? (3) It seems to me ½½113��j that the reading here of ‰�
	��Ø as ‘that it exists’ is in fact ruled out by Plato’s own paraphrase at
478a6: �e k� ª�H�ÆØ ‰� 	å�Ø. Finally, (4) the shift to a predicative
construction at 479a7 V. (for çÆ����ŁÆØ) and 479b9–10 (for K��� and
�r�ÆØ) would be not only unjustiWed but wholly unexpected if the verb
had been understood existentially up to this point; whereas between
the veridical and the copula the move is an easy one in both directions:
from X is (really) F to It is the case (that X is F) and also from �e Z� as what
is the case to �e Z� as what is the case concerning X (cf. �a Z��Æ ��æ� �Ø��� at
Soph. 263b4–d2). In either direction the shift involves a type ambiguity
between things (as subjects of predication) and states of aVairs (as ‘what
is the case’, absolutely speaking). But this is not an ambiguity to which
Plato is particularly sensitive, any more than Parmenides was.18

Thus I understand Plato to be saying that ‘knowledge naturally takes
what-is(-so) as its object, to know (of ) what is (so) that it is (so)’,
K�Ø����Å K�d �fiH Z��Ø ��çıŒ�, ª�H�ÆØ ‰� 	��Ø �e Z� (447b10). In
ª�H�ÆØ ‰� 	��Ø �e Z� we have the double use of the verb noted in
Aristotle’s deWnition of truth: º�ª�Ø� �e k� �r�ÆØ, ‘to say of what is (so)
that it is (so)’, where the participle refers to the fact and the inWnitive

18 I suggest that, for both Parmenides and Plato, the veridical K��� and �e ‹� (‘what is the
case’) be understood as a conjunction of ‘X exists’ and ‘X is F ’, for unspeciWed values ofX and
F, so that the veridical unfolds naturally and nonfallaciously into the existential plus the
incomplete copula. The negative �e �c Z� here (and �PŒ 	��Ø in Parmenides) is to be
understood as equivalent to the conjunction of two corresponding negations: what does
not exist and is not F, for any value of F; i.e. what has no properties at all. (This is the view of
�e �c Z� that Plato will reject in the Sophist.)
A diVerent ‘veridical’ reading of �e Z� in this passage (understood as ‘is true’ and applied to

propositions known or believed rather than to objective states of aVairs) is defended by Gail
Fine in ‘Knowledge and Belief in Republic V’, Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie, 60 (1978),
124 V.
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expresses our statement or judgment of the fact. But Plato’s ª�H�ÆØ ‰�
	��Ø �e Z� is ambiguous in a way that Aristotle’s º�ª�Ø� �e k� �r�ÆØ is
not: it can mean either ‘to know (of ) what is that it is’ (as in Aristotle’s
formula), or ‘to know what is as it is’, with ‰� introducing a com-
parative construction as in the standard veridical (‘Tell it like it is’). The
second construction seems to be favored at 478a6, �e k� ª�H�ÆØ ‰�
	å�Ø, though both readings remain possible.19

Initially, then, the veridical object of knowledge is represented by an
absolute use of �r�ÆØ,20 and likewise for the initial characterization of
particulars as objects of 
��Æ: –�Æ Z� �� ŒÆd �c Z� . . . �e I�ç���æø�
����å��, ��F �r�Æ� �� ŒÆd �c �r�ÆØ (478d5–6, e1–2), ‘both being (so)
and not being (so)’, ‘participating both in being (so) and in not being
(so)’. As we have noted, however, as the argument proceeds the
construction becomes predicative, Wrst with çÆ����ŁÆØ and then with
�r�ÆØ: the many ŒÆº� will also appear ÆN�åæ�, the many doubles will
also turn out to be halves (479a6 V.). So for the many particulars
generally ‘each one of them no more is than is not what one says it to
be’ (����æ�� �s� 	��Ø �Aºº�� j �PŒ 	��Ø� #ŒÆ���� �H� ��ººH� ��F�� n
¼� �Ø� çfi B ÆP�e �r�ÆØ; 479b9). The pure being-so (�e �NºØŒæØ�H� Z�) of
the Form F lies in its being just ‘what F is’ (�e ‹ K��Ø�) and nothing else;
the mixed halfway being of beautiful or just particulars lies in their
being such that it is both true and false to say of each one that it is F (that
it is beautiful or just). The particular is beautiful in j ½½114��some respects, ugly
in others; each one participates in the eponymous Form but also

19 Another possibility is to read ‰� 	��Ø (or ‰� 	å�Ø) as an indirect question: ‘to know (of
what is) how it is’, where 	��Ø might be understood as the incomplete copula with �e Z� as
existential. This would be a partial reading (‘to know of an existing X, that it is F ’) of the full
veridical, as explained in the preceding note. In this case we may speak of underdetermination
in the use of �r�ÆØ, since the context leaves us free to choose between alternative readings.
For similar ambiguities see Cratylus 385b7–8, Sophist 263b4–9. At Euthydemus 284c7 the

comparative construction is required: the liar �a Z��Æ �b� �æ���� �Ø�a º�ª�Ø, �P �����Ø u� ª�
	å�Ø.

20 Absolute despite the adverbs in �e �Æ���ºH� Z�, �NºØŒæØ�H� Z�, �Å
Æ�fi B Z� at 477a, etc.
Lesley Brown has called my attention to an inadequate deWnition of absolute construction in
The Verb ‘Be’, p. 240, where I admit adverbs of time but exclude adverbs of manner. (I had in
mind adverbs with adjectival or predicative force, as illustrated there on pp. 150 V.) The best
test for an absolute construction with adverbs would be whether the adverb is optional; i.e.
whether we can recognize the same value and construction for the verb if the adverb is
omitted. But perhaps the notion of absolute construction has a clear sense only by contrast
with the nominal and locative copula, and does not admit of more precise deWnition.
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in the opposite Form.Whatever else onemay Wnd to complain of in this
argument, the shift from absolute (veridical) to predicative �r�ÆØ need
not be fallacious, since the veridical value of �e Z� (‘what is so’) is an
operator on an arbitrary sentence; and the copula use now speciWes
the sentence.21 A particular F participates both in being-so and not-
being-so (with Z� absolute) just because it both is and is not F, in other
words just because it is both true and false to say that it is F; whereas for a
Form such a predication is true without qualiWcation.22

(b) When the Forms re-enter the discussion in book 6 they are
identiWed by the ‘what-it-is’ formula that was used as seal or signature
in the Phaedo: for each class of particulars we posit a single Form (N
�Æ),
each of which we call ‘what it is’ (‹ K��Ø� #ŒÆ���� �æ��Æª�æ������,
507b7).23 On my view, the verb in ‹ K��Ø� represents a copula of
deWnitional equivalence, charged with the special veridical values of (a)
what a thing really is, in contrast to what it seems, and (b) what is really
(unqualiWedly) F, as opposed to what is partially or imperfectly F. These
values Wt neatly into the epistemic context in Republic 6, where the one–
many or Form–particular antithesis is immediately taken up by the
opposition between intelligible and visible objects in the next sentence
(507b9), and developed at length in the following sections on theDivided
Line and the Cave. But this veridical and epistemic contrast between

21 This is an example of the veridical unfolding into the incomplete copula. I understand
the argument to go as follows:

1. One cannot know that p if it is not (fully) the case that p.
2. It is not fully the case that the many F are F.
3. One cannot know of the many F that they are F.
4. One cannot know the many F.

The move from 3 to 4 is not explicitly made, much less argued for. But it can be argued for, if
knowing a thing is always knowing that something is true of it. (The type shift from state of
aVairs to thing as object of ‘to know’ also occurs in the move from 3 to 4.)

22 Fallacy threatens, however, in the ambiguous use of negation. Some negative state-
ments must be true of Forms, but Forms cannot participate in the Not-Being of �e �Å
Æ�H�
Z�, which would make them indeterminate. Plato himself became aware of this ambiguity, and
in the Sophist he rejects �e �c k� ÆP�e ŒÆŁ Æ��� as wholly indeWnite and unintelligible (238c9,
239c4, 258e6 V.) and instead redeWnes �e �c Z� in terms of (true) negative predication.

23 Or ‘which we call ‘‘what each one is’’ ’, with #ŒÆ���� as subject of K����. This familiar
syntactic ambiguity is independent of the textual controversy (where I accept Burnet’s text
and read ÆP�e ŒÆºe� ŒÆd ÆP�e IªÆŁ�� as object of �ØŁ�����).
Note the earlier, unemphatic use of �r�ÆØ as existential (or existential-copula) applying to

particulars: ��ººa ŒÆº� . . . #ŒÆ��Æ �o�ø� �r�Æ� çÆ��� at 507b2–3: ‘We say that there are
many beautiful things . . . and that in each case they exist in this way (sc. as many)’.
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Being and Seeming, Knowledge and Opinion is soon fused with the
more properly ontological antithesis of Being and Becoming: at 508d the
region illuminated by truth and Being (Iº�Ł�Ø� �� ŒÆd �e Z�) is contrasted
with the darkness of Coming-to-be and Perishing (�e ªØª������� �� ŒÆd
I��ºº������), where the soul is perplexed by Xuctuating 
��ÆØ in place of
clear knowledge and intelligence. And so throughout the following
discussion: the terms Being (�P��Æ, Z�) and Becoming (ª����Ø�) serve
as a standing reference to the two classes of Forms and particulars
(e.g. at 525b5: çØº���çfiø 
b 
Øa �e �B� �P��Æ� ±����� �r�ÆØ ª�����ø�
K�Æ�Æ
���Ø). Thus the terminological contrast is stative-mutative; but the
interpretation of the contrast is regularly slanted towards the greater cog-
nitive clarity and ‘truth’ of intelligible Being (e.g. 518c8 V., 519a9–b4,
523a3, 525c5–6, 526e6, 527b5).
It is worth noticing that this convergence of veridical and static-

immutable values Wnds a natural justiWcation in the predicative con-
struction. A particular F which comes to be, perishes, and changes in
the meantime is only provisionally and Wtfully F. For Plato these time-
qualiWcations on ‘is F ’ are just as damaging to the epistemic and
ontological credentials of particular Fs as are the relative or perspectival
conditions on ‘appearing ½½115��j F ’ that were emphasized in the previous
discussion (5 479a–b; cf. Phaedo 74b–c). Both types of disability were
mentioned together in Plato’s initial statement of his neo-Eleatic
dualism at Symp. 211a–b.
(c) To conclude these remarks on Rep. 6–7, I note the conspicuous

reappearance of the ‘What-is-X?’ formulation in the Wnal description
of dialectic. The kind of inquiry which ‘draws the mind toward �P��Æ’
is illustrated at 524c11 by the question ‘What in the world is the great
and the small?’ (�� �s� ��� K��� . . . ;), and completed by ‘giving and
receiving an account (º�ª��)’ in an investigation directed towards ‘just
what each thing is’ (K� ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø� #ŒÆ����), and in particular
towards ‘just what good is’ or ‘just what-is-good’ (ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø�

IªÆŁ��) (531e5, 532a7–b1). Dialectic is the only discipline which
attempts systematically to grasp in every case, ‘concerning each thing
itself, what each one <truly> is’ (ÆP��F ª� �Œ����ı ��æd ‹ K��Ø�
#ŒÆ����, 533b2). The dialectician is the one who gets hold of the
º�ª�� �B� �P��Æ� of each thing, the deWnition or explanation of what it
is, and is able to give an account of this both to himself and to someone
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else (534b3–5). Here as elsewhere, �P��Æ as object of knowledge is
ultimately deWned by reference to the whatness-questions of dialectic.
In this culminating account of philosophic knowledge, the copula syntax
of the ‹ K��Ø formula thus bears the whole weight of Plato’s ontology.

II

I turn now to uses of �r�ÆØ in three passages where there is no mention
of Forms and no emphasis on the stative-mutative contrast of Being
and Becoming. The Wrst text is a section of the Parmenides where the
veridical value of ‘to be’ is treated for its own sake. The other texts are
two major passages in the Theaetetus where an absolute or incomplete
use of �r�ÆØ plays a crucial role.

(1) At Parmenides 161e–162b the use of �r�ÆØ for being-so, as the
correlate of true statement, is recognized as one sense of the phrase
����å�Ø� �B� �P��Æ� ‘to participate in being’. The passage occurs in the
paradoxical derivation of contrary conclusions from the hypothesis ‘if
the One is not’, ‘if the One does not exist’, �N �c 	��Ø �e #� (160b5).
For the sake of clarity I shall regularly use ‘exists’ to translate an 	��Ø
which represents the predicate in this hypothesis, in order to distin-
guish it from uses of �r�ÆØ that emerge in the course of the argument,
and which may or may not have the same sense as the verb of the
hypothesis. Our section begins with the claim that if the One does not
exist, it must nonetheless participate somehow in being. The reason
given is: ‘It (the One) must be as j we ½½116��say; for if it is not so, we would
not be telling the truth in saying that the One does not exist. But if this is
true, clearly we say what-is(-so). Now since we claim to be telling the
truth, we necessarily claim also to say what-is(-so)’: 	å�Ø� ÆP�e 
�E
�o�ø� ‰� º�ª����· �N ªaæ �c �o�ø� 	å�Ø, �PŒ i� IºÅŁB º�ª�Ø��� ���E�
º�ª����� �e £� �c �r�ÆØ· �N 
b IºÅŁB, 
Bº�� ‹�Ø Z��Æ ÆP�a º�ª����. . . .
K��Ø
c 
� çÆ��� IºÅŁB º�ª�Ø�, I��ªŒÅ ��E� ç��ÆØ ŒÆd Z��Æ º�ª�Ø�
(161e4–162a1). Slightly schematized, the argument is as follows:

(i) If we speak truly, what we say must be the case (�o�ø� 	å�Ø�).
(ii) If what we say is the case, we say things-that-are (Z��Æ), i.e.

things that are in fact as we say.
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In step 1 we have a general statement of the form ‘If p is true, then p’.
This is expressed by an idiomatic variant on the veridical construction
with �o�ø� 	å�Ø in place of �o�ø� 	��Ø, thus making the point Wrst
without introducing the verb ‘to be’. Step 2 provides the verb in the
participial form Z��Æ, ‘what is the case’ (like Z� in ª�H�ÆØ �e Z�,
‘knowing what is so’, in Rep. 5. 477b10; cf. º�ª�Ø� �e k� �r�ÆØ in
Aristotle’s formula for truth).
In the standard veridical construction, the subject of �r�ÆØ (or �e Z�)

is a sentential content or proposition; and Z��Æ in Parmenides 161e6,
162a1 seems likewise to represent an entire sentence (‘whatever we
say’). But Plato’s use of �o�ø� 	å�Ø in this context, although idiomatic,
is veridically nonstandard, since it takes as subject not a proposition but
the One (ÆP�� 161e4). This gives us a copula (subject-predicate)
variation on the veridical construction: ‘If we say something true
about X, we say how X is’, or ‘we say something-that-is(-so) about
X’. The formal variation (and approximation to Aristotle’s example of
	��Ø as ‘is true’) is clear in the next sentence, with 	��Ø as emphatic
(‘veridical’) copula:

	��Ø� ¼æÆ, ‰� 	�ØŒ�, �e £� �PŒ Z� (162a1–2)

The One truly is then, as it seems, nonexistent

In order to produce the paradox of an apparent contradiction, Plato
then develops the veridical copula in both directions, aYrmative and
negative, so that by the principle of double negation it would follow
that if the One were not nonexistent, it would have to exist, which is
excluded by hypothesis.

�N ªaæ �c 	��ÆØ �c Z�, Iºº� �fi Å ��F �r�ÆØ I����Ø �æe� �e �c �r�ÆØ, �PŁf� 	��ÆØ
Z� (162a2–3).

For if it is not nonexistent, but somehow slips from being [i.e. from the copula
‘being x’] to not being [i.e. to ‘not being x’], it will immediately be existent.

To prevent this slippage a copulative ‘bond’ is required, tying the One j ½½117��
to nonexistence, just as there must be a negative bond to tie the existent
(�e Z�) to nonexistence.


�E ¼æÆ ÆP�e 
���e� 	å�Ø� ��F �c �r�ÆØ �e �r�ÆØ �c Z�, �N ��ºº�Ø �c �r�ÆØ,
›���ø� u���æ �e k� �e �c k� 	å�Ø� �c �r�ÆØ, ¥ �Æ ��º�ø� Æs fi q (162a4–6,
omitting �r�ÆØ before fi q, with Shorey and Burnet).
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Hence the One must possess as a bond for nonexistence (its) being nonexistent,
if it is not to exist, just as what exists (�e Z�) must possess not-being (�c �r�ÆØ),
<sc. not being> what does not exist (�e �c Z�).

This duplication of the veridical copula in negative form seems logic-
ally superXuous; but Plato’s argument aims at a formal contradiction
(or apparent contradiction) between properties of the One. And for
this result he needs to deWne not only an �P��Æ corresponding to the
copula in a true aYrmation but also a �c �r�ÆØ and �c �P��Æ corre-
sponding to the copula in a true negation. In what follows the text is
uncertain, but the line of reasoning seems clear:

In this way the existent will surely exist and the nonexistent not exist, if (a) the
existent participates in being (�P��Æ�), namely in being existent (��F �r�ÆØ Z�),
and in not being (�c �P��Æ�), i.e. not being nonexistent, if it is to be wholly
existent, whereas (b) the nonexistent participates in the not being (�c �P��Æ�) of
not being existent, and in the being (�P��Æ�) of being nonexistent (162a6–b2,
the Burnet-Shorey text).

If we now drop my stipulated translation ‘existent’ or ‘exists’ for the
predicate of the hypothesis, and render �r�ÆØ by ‘to be’ throughout, we
see that the argument has reached a conclusion similar in form to that of
the Sophist, though based upon diVerent premisses: ‘What-is has a share
in not-being and what-is-not has a share in being’ (162b3–4). What
follows for the One here is that both Being (�P��Æ) and Not-Being (�c
�P��Æ) belong to it, since (i) it is not by hypothesis (‘it does not exist’), but
(ii) the argument shows that it must also have a share in being something,
namely, being nonexistent (�fiH K��, K��Ø
c �PŒ 	��Ø, ��F �r�ÆØ I��ªŒÅ
����E�ÆØ �N� �e �c �r�ÆØ 162b5–6). Since for the One in this hypothesis
the positive being is that of the (veridical) copula, whereas the negative
being is that of the predicate ‘exists’, there is no real contradiction.24

24 The appearance of contradiction is strengthened by an equivocation on �P��Æ in the
conclusion: at 162b6 (‘Being turns out to belong to the one’) �P��Æ represents the veridical
copula, as throughout the preceding argument; but in the next sentence (‘and Not-Being
must belong to it also, if it is not’, ŒÆd �c �P��Æ ¼æÆ, �Y��æ �c 	��Ø�), �P��Æ is most naturally
taken as nominalization for the verb of the hypothesis (conventionally rendered here as ‘it
does not exist’).
The same conclusion can be reached with the copula value of �P��Æ maintained through-

out if one thinks of the last sentence as elliptical: ‘The One must share in not-being, <sc. in
not-being existent, with Z� as the verb of the hypothesis>, if (by hypothesis) it does not
exist’. Precisely this inference was prepared at 162b1–2 (�e 
b �c k� �c �P��Æ� �b� <sc.
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Note that throughout this section the veridical idea is expressed by a
grammatical copula. Only in the participle Z��Æ at 161e6 and 162a1 is
the verb used absolutely, as in a standard veridical construction.
(2) At Theaetetus 152a, on the other hand, where Plato quotes the

opening sentence of Protagoras’ work on Truth, it seems natural to
recognize the veridical proper, with the verb construed absolutely as in
the formulae for ‘Yes, it is so’: 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ, 	��Ø� �o�ø. j ½½118��
����ø� åæÅ���ø� ���æ�� ¼�Łæø��� �r�ÆØ, �H� �b� Z��ø� ‰� 	��Ø, �H� 
b �c
Z��ø� ‰� �PŒ 	��Ø�

Man is the measure of all things, of what is (so) that it is (so), of what is not
that it is not.

We have a clear precursor for Aristotle’s own formula for truth inMet.
ˆ 7, with bivalent symmetry for aYrmation and denial, and the double
use of the verb: for the facts (in participial form) and for the corre-
sponding judgment (in the Wnite verb).
In the excellent commentary to his translation of the Theaetetus John

McDowell has interpreted these four occurrences of �r�ÆØ as instances
of the incomplete copula: ‘a man is the measure of things which are f,
that they are f, and of things which are not f, that they are not f.’25 Such
an interpretation can be defended on the basis of the next sentence,
where K��� occurs as copula (with veridical force implied by the
contrast with çÆ����ÆØ):

‰� �xÆ �b� #ŒÆ��Æ K��d çÆ����ÆØ ��ØÆF�Æ ��� K��Ø� K��d

(This is I suppose what he means:) that such as things appear to me in each
case, just such are they (really) for me (whereas for you they are such as they
appear to you.)

And in the example which follows, the question is whether or not a given
wind is cold (152b6). So it is clear that in giving a philosophical exegesis of
Protagoras’ formula Plato will spell out the veridical ‘is’ in a copula

����å�Ø�> ��F �c �r�ÆØ Z�). On this reading of ŒÆd �c �P��Æ ¼æÆ, there is no equivocation in
the conclusion, though still no contradiction. The syntax, and hence the logic, is here
underdetermined. (I owe a recognition of this last point to Christopher Kirwan, though he
might not approve my formulation of it.)

25 Plato: Theaetetus (Oxford: Clarendon, 1973), 118. Similarly for ÆY�ŁÅ�Ø� ¼æÆ ��F Z����
I�� K��Ø� at 152c5, ‘perception is always of what is really so,’ McDowell recognizes an
incomplete ‘is’, with complement omitted (Theaetetus p. 120, on 152b1–c7).
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construction. But that is no reason to suppose that Protagoras himself, or
Plato in quoting him, understood �a Z��Æ ‰� 	��Ø as an incomplete use of
the verb, requiring some completion by a predicate word or phrase.
Protagoras speaks the language of Herodotus, where the absolute use of
the veridical participle is quite common. And we have seen how easily
Plato oscillates back and forth between absolute and predicative construc-
tions of �r�ÆØwhen the veridical idea is in play. In a context likeTheaetetus
152a–c it is easy to understand why Plato, like a contemporary philoso-
pher, should prefer to explicate the veridical notion by using ‘is’ as copula.
For the absolute ‘is’ of the veridical construction is metasentential: like the
adverbs ‘possibly’ and ‘necessarily’ it functions as syntactic operator on an
entire sentence. The use of K��� in this construction presupposes some
more elementary sentence to be endorsed, and any detailed discussionwill
have to provide a sample sentence. But the absolute use gives us no clue as
to what sentence we are talking about. The incomplete copula, on the
other hand, although it does not provide the whole sentence, will specify
the sentence form S is P, and thus point the way to concrete examples. So
there j ½½119��is a justiWable philosophic preference for formulating the veridical
idea in copula form.26 If one assumes (as Plato probably and Aristotle
certainly did) that every sentence can be put into S is P form, then the
veridical K��� and the copula construction become logically equivalent,
just as ‘p’ is true is logically equivalent to p. The movement back and forth
between the two forms is all the more natural if, as I have suggested, the
absolute use of K��� in the veridical construction is to be understood as a
generalizing abstraction from, and thematization of, the truth claim
implicit in normal declarative uses of the copula.27

Assuming, then, that every relevant instance of the absolute veridi-
cal can be mapped onto a copula construction, it makes no substantive
diVerence for the philosophic analysis whether or not the verbs in the
homo mensura formula are read as incomplete uses of the copula.28 If

26 Compare Fred Sommers’s proposal to interpret Aristotle’s formula for truth (º�ª�Ø� �e
k� �r�ÆØ) as containing an incomplete copula: ‘saying of what-is-P that it is P . . . for instance
saying of snow (what-is-white) that it is white’ (‘On Concepts of Truth in Natural Lan-
guages’, Review of Metaphysics, 23 (1969), 282, cited in The Verb ‘Be’, p. 336 n. 7).

27 See The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 407–9.
28 It would of course make a diVerence if one took account of complex sentence forms

(such as conditionals and disjunctions) which cannot be put into S is P form. This discrep-
ancy, if pressed, would tell against the copula construction as a reading for the claim that man
is ‘the measure of all things’. But probably neither Plato nor Protagoras has such complex
sentence forms in view.
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I have taken the trouble to reassert my view of this text as an idiomatic,
absolute use of K���, that is because the veridical value of K��� emerges
more clearly on this reading.29 And this veridical idea is crucial for any
interpretation of our second passage from the Theaetetus, Plato’s Wnal
refutation of the deWnition of knowledge that was initially supported
by this quotation from Protagoras.
(3) The refutation of the thesis that knowledge is sense perception is

completed at 186c–e with the argument that knowledge requires truth,
and truth requires being (�P��Æ); but sense perception cannot attain to
being, and hence not to truth. Therefore knowledge must be sought not
in sense-experience but in reasoning and reXection concerning such
experience; for it is only in this rational activity of comparison and
judging (Œæ���Ø�) that being and truth can be reached (186b8, d2–5).
What is the �P��Æ required for truth and knowledge, accessible not

to sensation but only to reasoning (I�Æº�ª���Æ�Æ, �ıºº�ªØ����)? The
Protagorean formula for truth, with which the discussion began, oVers
a natural interpretation: ‘being’ represents (a) the facts in the world, �a
Z��Æ, the way things really are, and (b) the assertion of these facts in
(true or false) judgments to the eVect that things are so (T� 	��Ø) or not
so (T� �PŒ 	��Ø). Both modes of being are required for the concept of
truth as it operates in the dialogue. There must be a way the world is,
and there must be a propositional reXection (correct or incorrect) of
this fact in statement or judgment. (The Protagorean thesis takes the
distinction for granted, in order to claim that the two modes of being
will necessarily coincide.) It would be reasonable to insist that �P��Æ in
either sense is indispensable for truth and knowledge. But in the context
of a rejection of sensation as incompetent here, and in view of the
grounds cited for that rejection, it is ½½120��j more appropriate to interpet
�P��Æ in the second sense: as a shorthand expression for the propositional
structure of thought, provided by ormodelled on language, and entailing
reference, predication, and assertion. It is this structure that is required
for thought to be true or false, for judgment either to tell it like it
is or to tell it otherwise. And it will be appropriate to look for

29 This reading also connects the Truth of Protagoras directly with the Way of Truth in
Parmenides’ poem, at least on my interpretation of 	��Ø in Parmenides fr. 2 as a reXection of
the veridical idiom.
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such a structure not in sense perception as such but in the thinking
or reasoning by which we compare, calculate, and reXect upon the
items in our sense experience.
On this natural interpretation, the Wnal argument at 186c–e is one of

considerable scope and power. It bears a strong analogy to Kant’s
critique of empiricism, but without the burden of Kant’s elaborate
metapsychology. Plato’s conception of thought and judgment sticks
refreshingly close to the model of silent speech (189e–199a; cf. Sophist
263d–264b). Why, then, has such an interpretation not been generally
accepted, or even recognized?30 The answer must lie in the rather
obscure way in which the notion of �P��Æ enters the argument,
beginning with a problematic use of the verb at 185a. We need to
show that the interpretation just proposed for �P��Æ will Wt the
concept denominated by 	��Ø and �PŒ 	��Ø at 185c. And this requires
a step-by-step analysis of the text. The passage falls into three parts:

A. 184b–185e: the argument to show that �a Œ�Ø�� are not per-
ceived through the senses.

B. 186a–c: the application to �P��Æ.

C. 186c 7–e12: the inference that since sensation cannot attain
Being and truth, it cannot be knowledge.

Section A concerns the whole range of ‘common’ properties; Being
enters only as one among the rest. It is in the short transitional passage
B that the concept of �P��Æ is most fully articulated. But that should of
course be the same concept that was introduced in section A.
A. 184b–185e. In order to show that the common properties are not

accessible through the senses, Plato makes use of the principle of a
unique one-to-one correlation between sense and object, so that ‘it is
impossible to perceive through one power what one perceives through
another, for example to perceive through sight what one perceives
through hearing’ (184e8–185a2). This is not an ad hoc assumption, but
the direct application of a standard principle of individuation for
capacities or modes of cognition: if two cognitive capacities are distinct

30 It has in fact been recognized by Myles Burnyeat (‘Plato on the Grammar of Perceiv-
ing’, Classical Quarterly, 26 (1976) ), who, in a Wnal footnote (p. 50), stresses the Kantian
parallel from a point of view that reinforces the interpretation proposed here.
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from one another, the range of phenomena studied by each will be
distinct; and conversely.31 As applied here, the principle eVectively
rules out common sensibles of the Aristotelian type, deWned as the
object of more than one sense. j
Plato’s ½½121��argument begins with a distinction between (a) the various

bodily organs or instruments ‘through which’ we perceive colors,
sounds, and Xavors, and (b) the single psychic principle on which
these bodily channels converge and ‘by which’ we perceive the corre-
sponding qualities (184c–d).32 The latter is, in eVect, the mind, con-
ceived here as including (but not as limited to) the uniWed psychic
power of qualitative sense perception. When Plato goes on to contrast
the qualities perceived through individual organs with certain com-
mon properties (Œ�Ø��) applying to more than one sense, one might at
Wrst suppose he has in view something like Aristotle’s distinction
between proper and common sensibles.33 But, as we have seen this
cannot be right. For Aristotle’s Œ�Ø�a ÆN�ŁÅ�� are perceived through
bodily organs just like any other sense qualities: they are simply qualities
perceived by more than one sense (DA 418a18–20). For Aristotle, the list
of such common qualities includes motion, rest, shape, size, number,
and unity. Plato says nothing here about motion, shape, or size. But on
unity and number he Xatly disagrees with Aristotle: these are not
properties perceived through bodily organs at all (185e1, e6–7).
From Aristotle’s point of view, Plato conXates two distinctions: (1)
between proper sensibles, accessible to a single sense, and common
sensibles, accessible to more than one, and (2) between strictly sensible
input, received through bodily organs, and nonsensible input contrib-
uted by the mind or rational psyche. Since Plato’s discussion comes

31 See Ion 537d5 V., 538a; Rep. 5 477d. The principle is not as implausible as some may
think, if one is careful to distinguish the intentional object of a capacity or science, deWned in
terms of some theoretical description, from the physical objects studied, since of course the
latter may overlap. Anatomists, biochemists, and students of learning theory (as well as
butchers and stockbreeders) may all deal with the same animals; but one studies its bone
structure, another its molecular composition, its behavior, etc. Similarly, one may both see
and hear a bell; but one sees its visual appearance and hears its ring.

32 For the nature and importance of this distinction see Burnyeat’s article cited in n. 30.
33 See DA 2. 6. 418a10–20; 3. 1. 425a14 V., with my discussion in ‘Sensation and Con-

sciousness in Aristotle’s Psychology’, Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 48 (1966), 52–4,
64 nn. 48–9 (¼ J. Barnes, M. SchoWeld, and R. Sorabji (eds.), Articles on Aristotle, iv (London:
Duckworth, 1979), 8–9, 17).
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Wrst, he has no occasion to refer to Aristotle’s view. Hence we cannot
be sure whether he simply overlooked the possibility of an overlap
between the objects of sight and touch or whether, like Berkeley, he
would have denied that perceptions of tactile and visual space (and
hence of tactile and visible shape, size, and motion) were actually
perceptions of the same quality. The second interpretation is the
more charitable: it implies that, for Plato, Aristotle’s common sensibles
are not properly sensed at all, but constructed by the mind out of its
own resources. In either case it is clear that the Œ�Ø�� of the Theaetetus
are much less like Aristotle’s common sensibles than they are like
Kantian ‘concepts’, contributed by the mind for the organizing of
sense experience. And this is just what we would expect in the light
of Plato’s earlier doctrine of Recollection and the strongly Kantian
slant given to this doctrine in Phaedrus 249b.34

The argument of section A runs as follows (184e8–185e):

1. It is impossible to perceive through one sense what one perceives
through another sense.

2. If you think some one thing concerning both what you hear and what
you see, this common thing cannot be perceived either through hearing
or through sight (from 1).35 j ½½122��

3. Concerning sound and color, one of the things you think about them is
that they both are (‹�Ø I�ç���æø K����).

4. And also you think that each is diVerent from the other but the same as
itself.

5. And that both are two, and each is one.

34 
�E ªaæ ¼�Łæø��� �ı�Ø��ÆØ ŒÆ� �r
�� º�ª������, KŒ ��ººH� N��� ÆN�Ł���ø� �N� £�
º�ªØ��fiH ���ÆØæ�������, ‘it is necessary for a human being to understand what is said by
reference to a form (or kind of thing), passing from a multitude of sensations to a unity
gathered together by reasoning’ (Phaedrus 249b6–c1).

35 In order to get from (1) ‘You cannot perceive through sense1 what you perceive
through sense2’ to (2) ‘if you think something both about the object of sense1 and also
about the object of sense2, this common item cannot be perceived either through sense1 or
through sense2’, another premiss is required that is not easy to spell out. McDowell
(Theaetetus, p. 186) refers simply to ‘an implicit assumption about the unity of the act of
thinking’. Lesley Brown (in a letter) suggests something more precise: ‘What applies to the
object of a given sense (e.g. something about the object of vision or hearing) can be sense-
perceived, if at all, only through the corresponding sense’. Thus the brightness of a color
could be seen, the loudness of a sound could be heard, but the intensity of each—conceived as
a common property of both, for example as a ratio over an arbitrary unit—would, like
number itself, not be an object of either sense.
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6. You are also able to inquire whether they are like or unlike one another.

7. For all the properties mentioned in 3–6, it is impossible to perceive
them either through sight or through hearing (from 2).

8. Nor can they be perceived by some third sense, as for example if it were
possible to inquire of color and sound whether or not they were both
bitter (pæ K��e� ±º�ıæg j �h), using the sense of taste.

9. Therefore such common properties cannot be perceived through any
organ of bodily sense; it is the mind (łıå�) by itself which considers
these properties in relation to all things.

The soundness of this argument depends upon the truth of premiss 1,
which Aristotle and other philosophers would deny. The truth of the
conclusion, however, insofar as it concerns �P��Æ, does not depend
upon this premiss. For even philosophers who believe that some
properties (like shape and motion) are perceived by more than one
sense may not wish to include Being among the common sensibles.
The question now arises; What exactly does Plato mean here by this

property ‘which is common to all things, including these (viz. sound
and color), and to which you give the name ‘‘is’’ (	��Ø) and ‘‘is not’’
(�PŒ 	��Ø)’? (184c5; at c9 it is called �P��Æ ŒÆd �e �c �r�ÆØ; from 186a2
on it is simply �P��Æ). The verb itself appears twice in the argument,
Wrst in 3with an apparently absolute construction (‘that both color and
sound are’), and then in 8 as the ordinary copula: ‘whether color
and sound are both bitter or not’. In premisses 4–6 no verb appears,
but the copula K��� (or K����) must be understood throughout. Since
the subject remains substantially the same (color or sound or both), and
since the two occurrences of the verb are identical in form (K����), it is
natural to suppose that the Wrst occurrence has some strong connection
with the implied copula in 4–6 and the explicit copula in 8. We expect
the connection to be close enough for there to be a single concept or
function of Being named by 	��Ø and �PŒ 	��Ø, and referred to in the
list of common properties at 185c–d. Hence a thoughtful interpreter
will be tempted to explain the apparently absolute construction of
K���� in 3 as some kind of incomplete copula, in order to impose a
single interpretation on the verb throughout the argument.
But this is to read the passage backwards. Read in its place, the

statement that sound and color both are, with no predicate in sight,
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must mean that both exist, that both are something rather than noth-
ing. By way of introduction, the sentence with existential K���� serves
to posit sound and color as legitimate subjects of discourse, or (in a
diVerent technical jargon) to ½½123��j claim that both terms have a genuine
reference. This is the natural preliminary to any further comments
about them, such as the claim in 4 that each is diVerent from the other
but the same as itself. The existential reading of K���� in 3 is not only
linguistically the easiest but logically the most appropriate as a starting
point for the argument.36

At the same time, if I am correct in suggesting that the basic function
of the existential use of �r�ÆØ is to introduce a subject for further
predication,37 a Greek reader would normally hear the existential
verb as pregnant with the incomplete copula: ‘there is an X’ invites
us to expect more, namely, ‘There is an X which is such and such’.38 And
in fact the ‘existential’ K���� in 3 also provides the copula for the
verbless predications in 4–6. (Another case of overdetermination.)
Hence Plato can return to K���� as copula in 8, with no feeling of
equivocation, and then speak of 	��Ø and �PŒ 	��Ø as if they named a
single concept from beginning to end (from 3 to 8). And in a sense
there is only one concept represented by �r�ÆØ throughout the argu-
ment; namely, being a subject equipped with predicates. The notions
of existence and predication, which we distinguish as two separate
logical or linguistic functions, are conceived in Greek as two sides of

36 Compare the existential assumption that frequently introduces the dialectical consid-
eration of a concept of Form. In addition to the examples cited above in n. 17 see Gorgias
454c7 ŒÆº�E� ���ÆŁÅŒ��ÆØ . . . �� 
�; ���Ø���ıŒ��ÆØ.
It might be objected that the existential construal of K���� at 185a9 is ruled out by the

introduction of the negative forms in what follows (�PŒ 	��Ø at 185c6, �c �r�ÆØ at c9). But by
then we have shifted to the copula construction (pæ K��e� ±º�ıæg j �h at 185b10) and there
is no focus on negative existentials. The negative forms stand for negative predications and
negative propositions (or judgments), which may of course be true. But in the Wnal discussion
of �P��Æ as propositional truth or reality in 186a–c the negation would be misleading and is
silently dropped.

37 The Verb ‘Be’, p. 257; cf. pp. 249, 252 V.
38 This is a characteristic feature of the existential K���, which we lose by translating it as

‘exists’. Thus in a Greek sentence of the form There is an X which is F we rarely if ever Wnd
K��� repeated in the second clause (see The Verb ‘Be’ p. 281 with n. 47).
For the double reading of K���� at 185a9 compare the remarks of McDowell (p. 187) and

Burnyeat (CQ (1976), p. 45 n. 46); in eVect, Burnyeat anticipates my analysis of the syntax as
overdetermined.
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a single coin. The �P��Æ which is introduced by the argument of
section A is just the notion of Being as propositional structure that is
needed for the argument of section C. The notions of reference (in the
existential use) and of predication (with the copula) combine to Xesh
out the bare 	��Ø of assertion or truth claim with the fuller sentential
structure S is P, where S is given by the existence claim for color and
sound, is represents K��� or K���� as copula, and the variable P takes as
substituends ‘same’ and ‘diVerent’, ‘two’, ‘one’, ‘like’, ‘unlike’, etc.
Existence-with-predication, or being a subject for attributes, is indeed
the most common property, which applies to everything there is
(186a2: ��F�� ªaæ ��ºØ��Æ K�d ����ø� �Ææ����ÆØ).
B. 186a–c. Taking both the existential and copula uses in section A

at their face value, then, we Wnd that together they provide the notion
of propositional structure capable of carrying a truth claim, which is
what was required for the quasi-veridical being-so that Wts the argument
in section C. What remains to be seen, then, is whether this view can
account for the characterization of �P��Æ in the transitional section B,
where �P��Æ and its verb occur six times, and the linguistic functions of
the verb seem to be more diverse.

(i) At 186a2 �P��Æ is said to be the most common of all the Œ�Ø��.
But this poses no problem for an account of Being as existence,
predication, and the subject-predicate fusion of the two. As Plato
notes elsewhere, even j ½½124��Not-being must be in this sense, as a subject
of which predicates can be true. (See Parmenides 162a1–b7, discussed
above; and cf. Met. ˆ 2. 1003b10.)

(ii) After repeating some of the Œ�Ø�� previously mentioned, Soc-
rates asks about ‘noble and shameful, and good and bad’ (ŒÆº��,
ÆN�åæ��, IªÆŁ��, ŒÆŒ��), to which Theaetetus replies: ‘They, too,
seem to me to be pre-eminently things whose being (�P��Æ) the
mind considers in relation to one another, calculating in itself things
past and present in relation to things in the future’ (186a9–b1, trans.
McDowell). Here �P��Æ functions as a vague nominalization for any
relevant use of the verb. On the one hand, we could almost disregard it
in translation, taking ‘the �P��Æ of noble and base’ as periphrastic for
‘the noble and the base’ (or for ‘what is noble and what is base’). On
the other hand, as object of the verb ‘to consider, investigate’
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(�Œ���E�ŁÆØ), the circumlocution has the force of a phrase like ‘(to
investigate) the nature of good and bad’, ‘to inquire what good is’. The
verb underlying �P��Æ is thus loaded not only with the existential sense
(‘inquiring whether there is such a thing’) but also with the (veridical)
copula of whatness: ‘investigating their nature, i.e. trying to Wnd out
what they really are’. There seems to be an echo here of the Protagorean
thesis formulated at 172a–b, concerning ‘things noble and base, and
just and unjust, and pious and impious’, that such things have no real
being or truth, beyond their customary acceptance in a given society:
‰� �PŒ 	��Ø ç���Ø ÆP�H� �P
b� �P��Æ� KÆı��F 	å�� (172b4), ‘that none
of them exists by nature, possessing its own �P��Æ’. The associated
claim, that wisdom consists not in truer judgments but in having and
producing more useful or beneWcial perceptions (Wrst formulated at
166d–167c, echoed at 177d V.), was criticized by reference to judg-
ments concerning the future (178a–179b). It is this entire discussion
which Theaetetus seems to have in mind in referring here to calcula-
tions about the future in the consideration of good and bad, noble and
base.39

After pointing out that the hardness (or hard quality, �ŒºÅæ��Å�) of
something hard and the soft quality of something soft are perceived
through touch, Socrates adds: ‘But their �P��Æ and that they are (‹�Ø
K����) and their opposition to one another and the �P��Æ in turn of the
opposition, all this our psyche tries to judge by reviewing and com-
paring these things with one another’ (186b6–9). This gives us three
more occurrences of �P��Æ and its verb; (iii)–(v).
(iii) The �P��Æ of the tactile qualities and hardness and softness

might be their existence (as nominalization of the existential use of
K���� we found at 185a9, and perhaps will Wnd again in the next
words here). But the term is j ½½125��more naturally taken in the sense of
‘nature’ or ‘what they are’ given in the immediately preceding occur-
rence of the noun at 186a10. (See under (ii), above.) The point may be
that bodily sensation feels these qualities but only rational thought can

39 McDowell (Theaetetus, p. 190) sees a reference to 177c–179 in Theaetetus’ remarks at
186a8–b1. I suggest that the allusion is not only to this Wnal argument but to the whole topic
of moral and prudential judgments raised at 166d. Hence the reference to ŒÆº�� and ÆN�åæ��
on the one hand (186a8), Tç�º�ØÆ on the other (186c3).
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say what they are, i.e. can label them as ‘hard’ or ‘soft’, since such
conceptualization, crystallized in words, implies a range of contrast
and comparison and a generalization over many cases, which go
beyond the momentary tactile experience as such.40 In the absence
of further clues, however, it seems best to take ‘the �P��Æ of hardness
and softness’ quite generally, for anything that can be said about the
nature of these qualities, including what is going to be said in the rest of
this sentence.
(iv) ŒÆd ‹�Ø K����: either (a) ‘and that they both are’, which should

mean ‘that they exist’, ‘that they really occur’, as at 185a9, or (b) ‘and
what they both are’ (reading ‹ �Ø, as McDowell suggests, p. 111), the
latter giving us either the narrow or the broad view of whatness
suggested for (iii). McDowell takes the narrow view (identifying ‘a
quality which one perceives as the quality it is’, p. 191), and under-
stands ŒÆ� here as ‘i.e.’. I prefer to think Plato is not making the same
point twice, and hence would take �P��Æ as whatness (broadly con-
strued) and ‹�Ø K���� as primarily existential. But it would be unrea-
sonable to insist on a choice between possible interpretations here,
where the basis for excluding any plausible reading is likely to be
arbitrary. If Plato had wanted to impose a particular understanding of
�P��Æ and K����, he would presumably have given us more clues.

40 See John Cooper, ‘Plato on Sense Perception and Knowledge: Theaetetus 184 to 186’,
Phronesis, 15 (1970), 130 V. for an interpretation along these lines. I agree with Cooper that
Plato does not here make clear the status of sensory concepts like ‘red’, ‘warm’, or ‘sweet’,
and sometimes speaks as if these were directly available to perceptual awareness through the
body, so that labelling a color as red, for example, would not require the independent
contribution of the psyche (Cooper, ‘Plato’, pp. 130–4). I doubt, however, that he tended
‘to assimilate or confuse with one another sensory awareness and the conceptual labelling of
its objects’ (p. 134). In principle, that distinction is clearly drawn in the passage from the
Phaedrus quoted in n. 34. Plato shows no special interest in sensory concepts as such, but that
is presumably because they provide the weakest case for the point he wishes to make: the
need for an independent contribution of the mind to any perceptual judgment that might be
a candidate for knowledge. There is no clear indication in this context that Plato is
considering whether a minimal sensory judgment such as ‘This is red’ requires a concept
like �r �ÆØ; but I think his answer would certainly have been ‘yes’. Cf. Theaet. 183a6–b5, Crat.
439d9. If applying the concept of hardness means more than feeling hardness, or being able to
discriminate hard things from soft, it must involve a judgment that this is hard. So the concept
of hardness, like any sensory concept, will not be available in the absence of predication and
judgment, i.e. without �r�ÆØ.
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(v) ‘And the opposition (of hardness and softness) to one another and
the �P��Æ in turn of their opposition.’ The expression ‘in turn’ (Æs)
suggests that the �P��Æ of their opposition is related to that opposition
itself just as the �P��Æ of the two tactile qualities is related to these qualities.
Since the opposition itself is already a conceptual Œ�Ø���, not a bodily
sensation, the relation in this case cannot be themere conceptual labellingof
the opposition, as in the narrow notion of whatness proposed under (iii)
and (iv). This tells (though perhaps not decisively) in favor of the broader
understanding of whatness both here and in (iii). Judging the opposition of
hardness and softness is just comparing them and recognizing that they are
opposed to one another. Considering the �P��Æ of their opposition is asking or
answering questions about the nature of this opposition: Is it a matter of
degree? Is one term positive, the other negative? Can the opposition be
explained in terms of physical microstructures? and so forth.
(vi) The last occurrence of �P��Æ in section B is the most general and

the most emphatic. It appears at 186c3, in the summing up of points
made in sections A and B, before the Wnal argument of section C. On
pain of fatal j ½½126��fallacy, the notion of �P��Æ here should be the one which
Wgures in the Wnal argument, since that argument begins in the very
next sentence: ‘Can anything attain truth, if it does not even attain
�P��Æ?’

The context is a restatement of the dichotomy between (a) those items
which human beings and animals can perceive frombirth, as ‘experiences
(�ÆŁ��Æ�Æ) which pass through the body and reach the mind (łıå�)’,
and (b) the reasonings or calculations (I�Æº�ª���Æ�Æ) concerning these
experiences ‘with respect to �P��Æ and beneWt (Tç�º�ØÆ), reasonings
which are acquired, by those who do acquire them, with diYculty and
over a long period of time, through education and much trouble’
(186c1–5). In what sense does �P��Æ belong here next to beneWt or
advantage, as the goal of long and diYcult training and reasoning? If
I am right in suggesting that this reference to Tç�º�ØÆ echoes the
nontheoretical basis for wisdom (in what is better, advantageous, useful)
proposed on behalf of Protagoras at 168d V.,41 then �P��Æmust represent

41 In addition to IªÆŁ�, I����ø�, åæÅ���� at 166d–167c see �e �ı�ç�æ�� at 172a and �e
Tç�ºØ��� at 177d–178a, 179a5.
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the alternative, theoretical standard of truth or reality, which has been in
dispute throughout the dialogue, ever since Protagoras’Measure formula
was Wrst introduced. (For the contrast between the two criteria, see e.g.
167a–d, esp. 167b4: Kªg 
b ��º��ø �b� �a #��æÆ<sc.çÆ�����Æ�Æ> �H�
���æø� <ŒÆºH>, IºÅŁ����æÆ 
b �P
��.) But if �P��Æ simply meant
‘truth’ here, the Wrst stage of the following argument could do no
work. Now what wisdom, training, and reasoning are needed for is to
get things right, to judge things as they really are. So it is the objective
standard of how the world is, the standard whose meaningfulness Prota-
goras wished to deny, that is most plausibly referred to here by �P��Æ.
When thought succeeds in representing this �P��Æ correctly, we have

truth. The �P��Æwhich is necessary but not suYcient for truth should be
the representational eVort itself; that is, the content of the judgment or
statement which claims to say how things are. In order to preserve con-
tinuity between the arguments in A and in C we must recognize that
Plato does not always sharply distinguish between �P��Æ as reality, or
being-so in theworld, and �P��Æ as content of a description of reality, the
being-so in a truth claim.He seems to slide here (in �æe� �P��Æ� at 186c3)
from the intentional to the objective being-so, just as he sometimes slips
from knowing or saying of what-is that it is (‰� 	��Ø intentionally
understood) to knowing or saying it as it is (‰� 	��Ø objectively under-
stood).42 The slide is a natural one, since on a realistic (correspondence)
view of truth the intentional or judgmental being-so is a direct mirroring
of the objective facts. It is not obvious from the text that Plato is clearly
aware of this distinction, or of the need for drawing it here. But if we do
draw it for him, the argument becomes perspicuous: j ½½127��
1. Having knowledge entails grasping truth.

2. Grasping truth entails grasping how things are (‘attaining �P��Æ’
objectively understood).

42 The slide is hard to locate precisely. At 186a2, �P��Æ presented as the most general
Œ�Ø��� seems to me clearly intentional: the existential-predicative content of judgment
illustrated in 185a–d. At 186c3 the �P��Æ which stands next to Tç�º�ØÆ should be objective
truth or reality. The intermediate occurrences at 186a10, b6–7 can perhaps be read either
way.
The judgmental and objective interpretations of �P��Æ are explicitly distinguished from

one another in John Cooper’s paper (Phronesis (1970), pp. 140–4), though he regards them as
alternative rather than complementary.
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3. Grasping how things are entails judging that things are so
(‘attaining �P��Æ’ intentionally understood).

4. Judging that things are so (‘calculating �æe� �P��Æ�’ at 186c3)
entails a whole range of concepts, including existence (being
something, as a subject of attributes), predication (being x, hav-
ing an attribute), and truth claim (putting subject and attribute
together in being-so, as a mirror of the world).

The range of concepts in 4 are all represented in the uses of �P��Æ in
sections A and B. In order to see how Plato could refer to them by the
single term �P��Æ or 	��Ø, I would suggest a unifying title like ‘intentional
being-so’ or ‘propositional structure as a representation of reality’, where
‘reality’ refers to being-so in the world, the objective �P��Æ that Wgures in
step 2. Since the �P��Æ of step 4 (together with the other Œ�Ø��: ‘same’,
‘diVerent’, etc.) can be found ‘not in bodily sense experiences (�ÆŁ��Æ�Æ)
but in our reasoning (�ıºº�ªØ����) concerning these’, it is in the latter
and not in the former that knowledge itself must be located (186d2–5).

Appendix: on the grammar of ‹ K��Ø F

Gregory Vlastos, developing some remarks of A. R. Lacey,43 has
recognized three possible construals of a phrase like KŒ�E�� �e ‹ K��Ø�
Y��� at Phaedo 75b1–2, depending on whether (i) the verb is taken
absolutely with Y��� as subject; (ii) it is taken as copula, again with Y���
as subject; (iii) it is taken as copula with Y��� as predicate. These are
certainly the three grammatical possibilities. I am less happy about the
way Vlastos represents the alternatives. (In what follows, the words in
parentheses are added by Vlastos to Lacey’s formulation.)

(i) That F which is (i.e. which really is, which is real).

(ii) That thing which F is (i.e. that thing with which F is identical).

(iii) That thing which is (an) F (or ‘which really is F ’).

Here the issue of grammatical construal is confounded with problems
of philosophical exegesis. In (i) the absolute construction is presented
neither as the idiomatic veridical nor as the existential but as a speciW-
cally philosophic existential-veridical: ‘really is’, ‘is real’. In (ii) the

43 Vlastoz, Platonic Studies (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1973), 261 n. 102,
citing A. R. Lacey, ‘Plato’s Sophist and the Forms’, Classical Quarterly, ns, 9 (1959), 51.
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notion of identity imposes a particular logical straitjacket on a copula
that may be more loosely deWnitional (my ‘is of whatness’). And in (iii)
the insertion of ‘an’ before ‘F ’ prejudges the interpretation of self-
predication in a way that Plato would not allow. It is clear that the
Form F is in some sense the privileged bearer of the name ‘F ’, so that it
is conspicuously true to say of such a Form that it is F. But the
philosophical j ½½128��problem of self-predication is not to be resolved by
Wxing the syntax of ‹ K��Ø� Y��� or ‹ K��Ø ŒÆº��.
I propose here to ignore the philosophical exegesis and consider only

the grammatical construction. I doubt whether this is of great philo-
sophical interest, but it is just as well to make clear what I take the
situation to be. We must distinguish between (A) those passages where
the relative clause is used in an idiomatic way, blended with the gram-
matical context, and (B) those textswhere it has become aWxed formula.
Considering Wrst (A), I do not believe there are any examples where

the absolute construction (i) is the more natural reading, taken in
context. There are a few examples, such as ÆP�e �e ‹ K��Ø� at Phaedo
74d6 and KŒ����ı �� Oæ�ª��ÆØ ��F ‹ K��Ø� Y��� at 75b1, where an
absolute reading (‘the Equal which is real’) is possible, and might
well be included by grammatical overdetermination. But since a
copula construction is indicated both before (at 74b2) and after (‹�Ø
K���� at 75b6) this passage, it seems natural to preserve the continuity
of a copula reading throughout. Thus I take �e ‹ K��Ø� (Y���) here as
literally ‘what is (really) equal’ or ‘what equal really is’, leaving open
the choice between syntax (ii) and (iii).
Construction (ii), with the nominal term as subject of the copula, is

illustrated by at least one unambiguous example, atMeno 72c9–d1: �e�
I��ŒæØ������� �fiH Kæø���Æ��Ø KŒ�E�� (sc. �e �r
��) 
ÅºH�ÆØ, n �ıªå���Ø
�s�Æ Iæ���, ‘the answerer will point out to the questioner (who asks
‘‘What is virtue?’’) that form (�r
��) which virtue really is’. (It is
interesting, but grammatically irrelevant, that we do not have the
standard form ‹ K��Ø in this example.) The same syntax seems plausible
whenever the relative clause can be construed as an indirect question:
‘to know what F is’.44 So perhaps at Symp. 211c8 (ª�fiH . . . ‹ K��Ø ŒÆº��,
‘knows . . . what beautiful is’) and almost certainly at Phaedo 74b2

44 Ernst Kapp, Ausgewählte Schriften (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1968), 64, suggests that this is the
origin of the ‹ K��Ø formula, and that a decisive change takes place once the nominal term is
construed as predicate, as in (iii).
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(K�Ø�����ŁÆ ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø�, ‘we know what it is’) and K�Ø����Å ÆP��F
��F Y��ı ‹�Ø K���� at 75b5.
Clear examples of (iii), with the nominal term as predicate, are

found in Lysis 219c–d (KŒ�E�� ‹ K��Ø� �æH��� ç�º�� . . . n ‰� IºÅŁH�
K��Ø ç�º��), and in the Symposium in connection with knowledge of
the Form of Beautiful (211c7 KŒ�E�� �e ��ŁÅ�Æ . . . ‹ K��Ø� . . . KŒ����ı
��F ŒÆº�F ��ŁÅ�Æ). But the Wrst unmistakable use of this expression for
a Form, in the very same context, is grammatically ambiguous, as we
have seen: ‹ K��Ø ŒÆº�� at 211c8 may be ‘what is beautiful’ as easily as
‘what beautiful is’. And, as we noted earlier, most of the Phaedo
examples are similarly ambiguous (above, pp. V.). The most striking
fact is how often the subject–predicate syntax of the ‹ K��Ø clause is
underdetermined. But that is natural enough if the formula is thought of
as a deWnitional equivalence, an answer to the question ‘What is X?’.
When we turn to (B) passages, where ‹ K��Ø F has become a Wxed

designation for the Forms, the situation is rather diVerent. Some cases
seem to admit either subject or predicate syntax for the noun, e.g. Rep.
10 597a2: (�e �x
��) n 
� çÆ��� �r�ÆØ ‹ K��Ø Œº��Å, either ‘the Form
which bed is’ or ‘the Form which is bed’. But another example from
the same context actually excludes both constructions: Rep. 10. 597c3
��Æ� ���Å� (Œº��Å�) ÆP�cı KŒ���Å� ‹ 	��Ø� Œº��Å, where on any
grammatical reading we ought to have l K��Ø Œº��Å. What such a
passage shows is that ‹ K��Ø Œº��Å (or at 597a4 ‹ K��Ø alone) has become
a frozen formula, sealed oV from the syntactic context. And the same is
true for the example at Timaeus 39e7: K����Æ� N
�Æ� �fiH ‹ K��Ø� ÇfiH��,
‘Forms being present in the Real Animal’, where �e ‹ K��Ø� ÇfiH��
functions as a syntactic unit like �e �� w� �x�ÆØ in Aristotle. j

½½129�� Vlastos (loc. cit.) has argued that at Rep. 597a4 the verb in ‹ K��Ø
must be used absolutely, with the sense ‘is real’. I confess that I see
nothing in the context to exclude a copula reading throughout. On
the other hand, since the syntax of K��� in these frozen, formulaic
examples is even more underdetermined than in the contextual uses
mentioned under (A), there is no reason to rule out the absolute
(veridical-existential) reading as a possible overtone. The Forms are,
after all, real existent entities, as well as being truly and essentially
what-they-are. But it is Plato’s general doctrine and not the grammar
of the clause which justiWes us in reading this meaning into ‹ K��Ø F.
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5

A Return to the Theory
of the Verb Be and the
Concept of Being

The recent reprinting of my book The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greek
by Hackett, thirty years after its appearance in 1973, gave me the
opportunity to rethink and reformulate the theoretical framework
for my description of the Greek verb. Since the audience for the
reprinted book will inevitably be restricted, I present here a more
accessible, slightly revised version of the new (2003) introduction. In
the original 1973 book the theoretical discussion was far too long and
not always consistent. What follows is a more concise and, I hope,
more coherent version of my theoretical account of einai.
1. My original aim, beginning as early as 1964, was to provide a kind

of grammatical prolegomenon to Greek ontology. The notion of
Being, as formulated by Parmenides, seems to come from nowhere,
like a philosophical meteor with no historical antecedents but pro-
found historical consequences. It would be diYcult to overstate the
inXuence of this new conception. On the one hand, Plato’s doctrine of
the eternal being of the Forms as well as his struggle with Not-Being
both clearly derive from Parmenides’ account of to on. On the other
hand, not only Aristotle’s doctrine of categories as ‘the many ways that
things are said to be’ but also his deWnition of metaphysics as the study
of ‘being qua being’ provide deliberate alternatives to Parmenides’
monolithic conception of what is. And that is not all. There is a
well-known line of development in Greek natural philosophy that
leads to Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and the atomists, and that can only
be understood as a response to the Parmenidean challenge. But where



did such a powerful conception come from, and how are we to
understand it? Since there is no clear anticipation of the concept of
Being in Parmenides’ predecessors, our only clue is the linguistic
material that Parmenides had at his disposal; that is to say, the usage
of the verb to be in early Greek. So I set out to catalogue these uses, in
the hope that a better grasp of this material could contribute to a better
understanding of the ontological doctrines of Parmenides, Plato, and
Aristotle.
Thus my original project was philological and hermeneutical.

However, this project was altered by my concern with the attacks
on this concept from relativists and positivists, who claimed that the
metaphysics of Being resulted simply from linguistic confusion or from
the reiWcation of local peculiarities of vocabulary. Since the question of
Being was of such fundamental importance for the Greek philoso-
phers, I felt obliged to defend their theoretical concern with Being as a
valid philosophical enterprise. The outcome is my counterclaim that
the j ½½382��variety of uses for einai form a signiWcantly uniWed conceptual
system, a network of interdependent concepts clustering around the
notion of predication, and that these concepts provide a proper subject
for ontology both ancient and modern.
Hence the argument of my book reaches two conclusions, one

linguistic and one philosophical. The philosophical conclusion, my
defense of Greek ontology, rests on my account of the system of einai
but does not follow from it. Greek ontology might be defended on
diVerent grounds, and a reader might accept my account of the system
of einai but doubt its value as a defense of ontology. Furthermore,
I have not tried to demostrate the fruitfulness of my linguistic results
for the interpretation of Greek philosophy. That could be done only
by a detailed analysis of Platonic and Aristotelian texts.1 My study of
einai remains, after all, essentially a grammatical prolegomenon to the
history of Greek ontology.
2. Thirty years ago the theory of the verb to be in Greek, and in

Indo-European languages generally, was a simple one. There was a
verb *es- whose original meaning was ‘exists’, or perhaps something

1 For the application of my account of einai to Parmenides see Essay 8 below with
references there to earlier publications. For Plato’s usage see Essay 4 above.
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more concrete like ‘be present’, that came eventually to be used as
dummy verb with nominal predicates, so that it lost its original mean-
ing and degenerated into the role of ‘mere copula’. This distinction
between be as copula and be meaning ‘exists’ was Wrst made famous by
John Stuart Mill, who claimed that the entire metaphysics of Being was
based upon a confusion between these two uses of the verb. Linguists
and philologists have generally taken over this dichotomy for their
own purposes. I note as a mark of its pervasive inXuence that Kirk and
Raven could refer without question to ‘the ambiguity, of which
Parmenides himself was unconscious, between the predicative and
the existential senses of the Greek word esti’.2 Malcolm SchoWeld
corrected this view by denying that Parmenides himself was confused;
but SchoWeld agreed that the Parmenidean use of esti ‘is simultaneously
existential and predicative’.3 I think this change reXects our greater
sophistication in dealing with the Greek verb einai. At least we no
longer take for granted Mill’s deXationary account of Greek theories of
Being as based upon a linguistic confusion. But I suggest that we need
to go a step farther and call into question the fundamental nature of the
contrast between copula and existential verb.
A radical critique of this dichotomy is easier today than it was thirty

years ago, because others have shown the way.4 G. E. L. Owen’s
formula that, for Plato and Aristotle, to be is always to be something
or other, was one way of undermining this distinction by showing
that existential uses in Aristotle were also predicative. And Owen’s
approach has been decisively advanced by Lesley Brown’s work on the
syntax of einai in Plato’s Sophist.5 I will not reargue here my old

2 G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1957), 269.

3 G. S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. SchoWeld, The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd edn.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 246.

4 See e.g. Hintikka’s attack on what he calls the Frege–Russell claim of ambiguity for the
verb is (‘The Varieties of Being in Aristotle’, in S. Knuuttila and J. Hintikka (eds.), The Logic
of Being: Historical Studies (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1986) ).

5 G. E. L. Owen, ‘Aristotle on the Snares of Ontology’, in R. Bambrough (ed.), New
Essays on Plato and Aristotle (New York: Humanities, 1965) and Logic, Science, and Dialectic:
Collected Papers in Greek Philosophy, ed. M. Nussbaum (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1986); L. Brown, ‘Being in the Sophist: A Syntactical Enquiry’, Oxford Studies in Ancient
Philosophy, 4 (1986), 49–70.
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objections to the dichotomy between copula and existential j ½½383��uses;
namely, (a) that there are important uses of einai that are neither,
such as the veridical; (b) that there are other uses that are both, such
as existential-locative sentences; and (c) that the distinction itself is
problematic, since the copula use is deWned syntactically while exist-
ence is a matter of the lexical meaning of the verb.
3. Acknowledging all of these deWciencies, we may still Wnd the

copula–existential distinction useful for organizing the data, as I did in
my book. However, what I did not do was reXect critically enough on
the distinction itself in order to recognize that the copula use is
implicitly existential, and that most if not all existential uses of einai
are potentially predicative. The syntactic distinction between copula-
tive and absolute constructions is real enough but superWcial, a feature
of surface structure only for the Greek verb. This is how I interpret the
results of Lesley Brown’s study of Plato’s Sophist. She shows that the
relation between the verb einai in sentences of the form X is and X is Y
is like that between the verb teaches in Jane teaches and Jane teaches
French. This seems true not only for Plato but also for Aristotle and
for the language generally. Adding a predicate to einai does not change
the meaning of the verb any more than adding a direct object to teaches
changes the meaning of the verb to teach. From the point of view of
transformational grammar, the longer form is more basic: X teaches is
derived from X teaches something by zeroing the direct object. Similarly,
I suggest,X is can be derived fromX is Y by zeroing the predicate. This
is one way of formulating the thesis that I have modestly referred to as
my version of the Copernican Revolution: replacing existence by
predication at the center of the system of uses for einai. Logically
speaking, every absolute or existential use of einai can be seen as an
abridged form of some predication. X is is short for X is Y for some Y.6

That is the full meaning of the formula: to be is to be something or
other.
Let me say a bit more on the interdependence of predicative and

existential uses.

6 Hence the existence of the subject is entailed by basic predications, as I argue below. But
the syntactic derivation will vary for the diVerent existential sentence forms. See below,
Sects. 8–11.
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(i) A copula use of einai is implicitly existential. Take an ordinary use of
esti as copula, with nominal or locative predicates. If you bring esti to
the front of the sentence, you will often get a strong existential nuance
that justiWes a translation as ‘There is such and such’: 	��Ø ��ºØ� ¯ç�æÅ
�ıåHØ @æª��� ‘There is a city Ephyre in the corner of Argos’.7 But
word order has no syntactic signiWcance in Greek. In initial position
the syntax of the verb is still that of the copula, as in ‘Ephyre is a city’
( ¯ç�æÅ ��ºØ� K��� ). The initial position gives rhetorical emphasis, but
it could not give the copula verb an existential sense if the verb itself
did not possess existential import. This implication of existence for the
subject is generally stronger when the copula verb is construed with a
locative complement, as in the sentence just cited. (Thus we can
identify a whole class of locative-existential sentence types.8) ½½384��j But
the existential implication of the copula does not depend upon locative
complements.9 I argue that positing the subject as something to talk
about is an essential element of subject–predicate assertions, so that
some claim of existence for the subject is implicit in all aYrmative
subject–predicate sentences. (I leave aside the case of negative
sentences as more problematic. We may think of the negation as
potentially nullifying any claim of existence for the subject.) In copula
sentences this claim is carried by copula esti as sign of the subject–
predicate relation. Such existential import for the copula can explain
why, in Aristotle’s square of opposition, ‘All Greeks are human’ entails
‘Some humans are Greeks’, although the usual quantiWed version of
this rule is not valid in formal logic.10 In a natural language like Greek,
a predicative assertion implies a subject of which something is true, and
(in normal cases) for the predication to be true the subject must exist. If
there is no subject to begin with, it cannot have positive attributes.

7 From sentence 27 is my The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greek (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973; repr.
Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 2003), 246.

8 See my The Verb ‘Be’, 164–7, 245–65.
9 For examples of nominal copula with existential nuance see The Verb ‘Be’, sentences 40

(p. 250), 45, and 46 (p. 259).
10 In a Fregean scheme the plural grammatical subject in ‘All Greeks are human’ would

suggest a diVerent analysis in terms of classes or concepts, not a straightforward S is P
sentence. I am assuming, however, that for an Aristotelian interpretation an expression like
‘all Greeks’ refers not to classes or concepts but to Greeks taken individually, just like ‘some
Greeks’.
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The abnormal cases are those where, for nongrammatical reasons, the
predicate expression does not assign a real attribute and hence the
existence of the subject is problematic. That is why, in the time of
Abelard, logicians began reparsing sentences with chimaera and centaurus
as subject term of the copula est. Sentences like Chimaera est opinabilis
‘The chimera is a subject of opinion’ were then analyzed as ‘Someone
imagines chimeras’.11

This view of the copula is systematically developed by Allan Bäck.
He presents this as Avicenna’s interpretation of the copula, which he
endorses: ‘The copula is asserts the claim of existence’, so that S is P is
to be read as S is existent as a P. Thus for Aristotle (according to
Avicenna and Bäck) an ordinary copula sentence S is P makes two
claims: ‘S exists’, and ‘S is a P’.12 Because they did not thematize
existence in our sense, the Greek philosophers do not seem to have
worried much about negative existentials. (Some interpreters have
claimed to recognize the modern problem of negative existentials in
Plato’s concern with Not-Being, but I believe they are misguided by
the desire to modernize Plato’s problems in order to make them seem
more interesting for a contemporary reader.) Nor do I see any explicit
concern in Plato or Aristotle with predication for imaginary entities, as
in Mill’s example: ‘A centaur is a Wction of the poets’.13

So much for the existential force of the copula. Now for the
converse claim.
(ii) Existential uses of einai are potentially predicative. In English to ½½385��exist j

does not take predicate nouns or adjectives, and it does not normally
take locatives either. (Socrates exists wise is not an acceptable sentence,

11 K. Jacobi, ‘Peter Abelard’s Investigations into theMeaning and Functions of the Speech
Sign ‘‘Est’’ ’, in S. Knnuttila and J. Hintikka (eds.), The Logic of Being: Historical Studies
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1986), 157–8; see also S. Ebbesen, ‘The Chimera’s Diary’, in Knnuttila
and Hintikka, Logic of Being.

12 A. Bäck, Aristotle’s Theory of Predication (Leiden/Boston/Köln: Brill, 2000), 3, 11, and
passim.

13 Aristotle does mention centaurs once (Post. An. 2. 1) and goatstags several times (Bonitz
Index s.v. �æÆª�ºÆç��) as examples of ‘what is not’ (�e �c Z�). For commentary see L. Brown,
‘The Verb ‘‘To Be’’ in Greek Philosophy: Some Remarks’, in Steven Everson (ed.),
Companions to Ancient Thought, iii (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 233–5.
For the claim that questions of existence are not thematized in Greek philosophy see Essay 3
above.
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and Socrates exists in the marketplace is not acceptable without a special
context.) In this respect, exists is never a good translation for esti, since
there is hardly any use of the Greek verb that cannot be completed by a
predicate expression. The most explicit Greek formula for asserting
existence is in fact predicative in form: einai ti ‘to be something (rather
than nothing)’. This is a paradigmatic illustration of the point that einai
does not lose its existential force when it gains a predicate.
Lesley Brown has shown how the absolute or ‘existential’ uses of

einai in the Sophist are regarded by Plato as so closely related to the
predicative use that he treats ‘such and such is’ as interchangeable
with ‘such and such is something’. And the same is true for a crucial
argument introducing the doctrine of Forms in Republic 5, where
Socrates begins by construing what is absolutely in his identiWcation
of the Forms as ‘what is completely’ (to pantelôs on, 477a3) but ends
by contrasting this with ‘the many beautiful things’ each of which
‘will also appear ugly’ (479a), and hence ‘oscillates between not
being and purely being’ (479d). Here again it is clear that Plato
draws no distinction between einai with and without an additional
predicate.14

Both in the Sophist and in the Republic, then, we can say that Plato
has only one concept of Being, expressed by einai, ousia, and on, a
concept that will cover the notions of existence, predication, identity,
truth, and perhaps more. That is why many scholars have wanted to
speak of a ‘fused’ meaning for the verb, where existence and predica-
tion come together. I think this term is misleading, since the idea of
fusion implies that the constituents were previously separate from one
another. Of course for analytical purposes we need to introduce such
distinctions into our hermeneutical metalanguage in commenting on
Plato’s text. But we must be alert to the discrepancy between such
modern distinctions and what is actually under discussion in the

14 In a letter Lesley Brown cites a passage from Plato, Laws 10. 901c8–d2, where a single
occurrence of einai provides the verb for three clauses, although in the Wrst clause (where the
verb occurs) the syntax is absolute and the meaning existential, whereas in the second and
third clauses (where the verb is absent and must be supplied) the syntax is copulative with an
adjectival predicate. This shows, as Brown points out, ‘that for Plato they are one and the
same verb, which can be both complete and incomplete’.
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ancient texts. It is we who are fusing the two meanings, not Plato or
Aristotle.15

Putting the predicative use in the center of the system, then, means
reinterpreting the so-called existential uses as a secondary or derivative
phenomenon.When we come to the syntactic analysis, we will see that
both existential and veridical uses are best construed as second-order
forms, as a semantic sentence operator on a Wrst-order sentence. I shall
suggest that these second-order, explicitly semantic uses of einai are
to be explained by reference to the implicitly semantic functions j ½½386��of
the verb in its Wrst-order use as copula.
4. I claim, then, that it is precisely the predicative function of einai

that serves as logical foundation for the system of uses for einai, and that
it is the conceptual unity of this system that justiWes the theme of Being
as a subject for philosophical research. More generally, I claim that the
three notions of predication, existence, and truth belong together in
any theory of how language functions as an attempt to depict reality—
or, more neutrally, as a medium for conveying information. It is this
network of interdependent concepts that explains why ontology, the
theory of to on, emerged as a branch of Greek philosophy. And the
conceptual coherence of the Greek discussions of Being will emerge
most clearly if the predicative function of the verb is recognized as
fundamental.
Before developing the syntactic argument for this thesis, I want to

support it with a strictly philosophical consideration. In earlier presen-
tations of the case for the priority of the predicative construction I failed
to take into account an important piece of evidence. This is the famous
doctrine of Plotinus that Being (einai, on, or ousia) does not belong to his
supreme principle, called the One and the Good. If by Being Plotinus
understood what we call existence, it would be absurd for him to deny
it so categorically of the One. For if the One did not exist, nothing else
would exist—there would be no world at all, neither a noetic cosmos
nor a sensible cosmos, since everything else depends for its reality upon
the One. By denying einai of the One, Plotinus denies it not reality but

15 For those passages where Aristotle distinguishes between being simpliciter and being
such and such (Sophistici Elenchi 167a1, 180a36; Post. An. 2. 1.89b32) see the discussion in
Brown’s ‘The Verb ‘‘To Be’’ ’, that shows that Aristotle is not making Mill’s distinction.
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predicative structure, on the grounds that the being of predication
implies plurality; namely, the conceptual distinction between the sub-
ject (hypokeimenon) andwhat is predicated of it.16 That is why ‘One’ and
‘Good’ do not represent attributes of the supreme principle, but only
names that somehow refer to the One but do not describe it. I submit
that Plotinus is relying here on his acute philosophical sense for the
fundamental function of the verb einai in Greek.
Since I now insist that copula uses of einai will normally imply

existence for their subject, my proposed revolution in favor of the
predicative function should seem less objectionable to those scholars
who, like Rijk, regard existence as fundamental for the philosophical
meaning of the verb.17 These two apparently competing conceptions
of einai—whether the predicative or the existential use belongs at the
center—are ultimately not in conXict with one another, since their
concerns are so diVerent. My claim is that the syntactic function of
predication is more basic for comprehending the uses of einai as a
uniWed system, and also for understanding the role of the verb in
philosophy. If, on the other hand, we are looking for the lexical
content or meaning of the verb, as given in translation and paraphrase,
the copula syntaxwill not even be a candidate. We discuss this question
below, in Section 12.
5. Before turning to the syntactic description, I need to borrow

some concepts j ½½387��from the philosophy of language, and in particular the
concepts of predication and existence. These will be needed not only
to describe the data adequately but also to formulate my argument for
the coherence of the Greek system. In addition I need the method of
transformational grammar in order to provide a rigorous syntactical
description of the sentence types exemplifying the copulative, exist-
ential, and veridical uses. I have adopted the transformational grammar
of Zellig Harris in the version that includes a theory of elementary or
kernel sentences, from which more complex sentences can be formed
or into which they can be decomposed. This theory of elementary

16 For Plotinus’ denial that the One is a being (on) ‘so that it would not be predicated of
something else’ see Ennead 6. 9. 5, 30–3. But I do not mean to suggest that Plato has the same
thought in mind in the uniquely puzzling passage at Republic 6. 509b where Socrates describes
the Good as ‘beyond Being (ousia), exceeding it in dignity and power’.

17 L. M. de Rijk, Aristotle: Semantics and Ontology, i (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 30–3 and passim.
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sentences provides a fully worked-out contemporary model for the
kind of Wrst-order descriptive language that is sketched by Aristotle in
the Categories; while Harris’s theory of transformations permits us to
see how, at least in principle, the rest of the language can be con-
structed on such a base. I take this to be the independent philosophical
interest of such a system of transformational grammar, over and above
my use of it for a description of the Greek verb. Here is a system that
actually displays the underlying grammatical structure of sentences in
a natural language. By way of contrast, such a system makes clear
the distance between a properly grammatical analysis and Aristotle’s
logical-ontological project in the Categories.
For our syntactic analysis we need the notion of elementary or Wrst-

order sentence structure. This will be speciWed theoretically by the
kernel sentence forms of our transformational grammar.18 Here I list
a few simple forms, where N stands for noun, V for verb, A for
adjective, P for preposition.

1. NV: Socrates walks
2. NVN: Socrates sees Plato
3. N is A: Socrates is wise
4. N is N: Socrates is a man
5. N is PN: Socrates is in the marketplace; Socrates is in trouble.

Sentence forms 3–4 represent the nominal copula; sentence form 5

represents the locative and paralocative copula.
In Wrst-order sentences the subject term N may be a proper name,

but it may also be a common noun referring to persons or to individ-
ual things (animals, plants, places, etc.). I count as syntactically Wrst-
order such sentences as A man speaks, The cat sees the mouse, The tree is
tall, The tree stands in the yard. Because these subject nouns can also
appear in predicate position, some theorists might prefer not to count
them as elementary but instead derive them transformationally from
the corresponding predicate (is a man, is a cat, etc.) In order to avoid
this theoretical debate as to what can count as elementary, I prefer to
rely on the more generous notion of Wrst-order nouns, referring to

18 For the full theory refer to The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 10–22.
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persons, places, and particular things. Whether the class of Wrst-order
nouns can be deWned in purely grammatical terms is unclear.19 Here
I simply take for granted this distinction between ‘concrete’ nouns
on the one hand, referring to individuals, and, on j ½½388��the other hand
‘abstract’ nouns that are formed from nominalized predicates, e.g.
wisdom, transformationally derived from (he) is wise, or outcry, trans-
formationally derived from (they) cried out. The syntactical level of the
sentence will depend upon the level of the subject noun. Thus Socrates
is wise is a Wrst-order use of the copula verb. On the other hand, in
Wisdom is a virtue and The outcry was far away, the syntax of the copula
is second-order, since these sentences have second-order (abstract)
nouns as their subject.
Some explanation is required for the terminology of subject and

predicate. Predication can be deWned (without reference to the verb
be) in terms of the basic noun–verb sentence John runs or (to take the
example by which Plato Wrst introduced this analysis) Theaetetus sits.
By grammatical subject I mean the noun (or noun phrase) in sentences
of this form, and by grammatical predicate I mean the verb or verb
phrase in such sentences. By predication I mean, Wrst of all, the relation
between noun and verb (or subject and predicate) that constitutes
sentencehood. Here predication is a purely syntactic notion, equiva-
lent to sentencehood for a noun–verb sentence.
Initially, then, the terms subject and predicate are deWned syntactically,

and identiWed with the two sentence components that Plato and
Aristotle referred to as noun (onoma) and verb (rhêma) respectively.
However, when Aristotle introduced the term ‘subject’ (hypokeimenon)
into his own theory of predication, he did not refer it to the onoma, the
nominal sentence-component, but rather to the object or individual
that the sentence is about. The original meaning of the term subject is
thus what we sometimes call the understood subject or the logical
subject: the subject in the sense in which the subject of the sentence
Socrates died in 399 bc is not the name Socrates but Socrates himself. This
original (but from the modern point of view secondary) use of the term
‘subject’ for an entity that is not a linguistic part of the sentence is
essential for Aristotle’s notion of predication, and it is also required for

19 For discussion of this question see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 76–7, 290.
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the analysis to be given here. We have already relied on the notion of
(extralinguistic) subject of reference in deWning Wrst-order nouns as
those that refer to persons or particular things. I call attention here to
this double sense of the term ‘subject’, because I will use it systemat-
ically in both senses. In regard to the sentence Socrates died in 399 bc
I will call the name Socrates the syntactic or grammatical subject of the
sentence, whereas it is Socrates himself who is the ontological or
semantic subject.
I want to preserve this original ontological sense of Aristotle’s term

‘subject’ (hypokeimenon), and not merely for historical reasons. The
true philosophical interest of the subject–predicate analysis of sen-
tences is that it points beyond sentences to their subject in the world.
Paraphrasing a formula from Quine, we can say that a subject–
predicate sentence is true only if the predicate expression is true of
the object that the subject expression refers to.20 Thus the notion of
truth ½½389��j for sentences presupposes the notion of truth for extralinguistic
predication, for linguistic expressions being true of objects ‘in the
world’ or in some universe of discourse. In this way the subject–
predicate structure of sentences, interpreted in terms of truth, entails
the notion of existence for the semantic subject. (This is the backbone
of my argument that the three uses—predication, truth, and exist-
ence—belong together.)
I use the term ‘semantic’ here by analogy with the notion of formal

semantics in logic, in the sense of giving an interpretation of
formal structures in terms of some extralinguistic model, for example
in set theory. For sentences about Socrates our model is not set theory
but the history of ancient Greece. In the case of the Homeric texts
analyzed in my book on einai, the domain for semantic interpretation
will be the world as described in the Homeric poems, the heroes and
events of the Trojan War. For the semantic interpretation it does not
matter whether the domain of discourse is provided by history or by
epic poetry. Achilles himself is the semantic subject of many sentences
in the Iliad, just as Socrates himself is the semantic subject of the

20 Quine ‘Predication joins a general term and a singular term to form a sentence that is
true or false according as the general term is true or false of the object, if any, to which the
singular term refers’ (Word and Object (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1960), 96).
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sentence He died in 399 bc. This notion of semantic predication, as a
relation between a sentence and an extralinguistic subject that the
sentence is about, will be needed for our account of the existential
and veridical uses of einai.
If we now combine this notion of semantic predication with the

earlier notion of basic (Wrst-order) sentences taking concrete nouns as
subjects, we see that the grammatical analysis has some deWnite onto-
logical implications. My conception of transformational grammar as a
descriptive object-language will properly imply a quasi-Aristotelian or
Strawsonian ontology with persons and stable objects as its primary
entities, the semantic subjects for Wrst-order sentences. This is not
ontology in any very strong sense, since the universe of discourse
that represents reality for my sample sentences from the Iliad and
Odyssey is simply the world of the Homeric epic. But the basic
sentences describing this world will take persons and individual things
as their semantic subjects. In this respect, my use of transformational
grammar has the eVect of begging the question against two alternative
conceptions of basic sentences. The two views I reject are, on the one
hand, an empiricist preference for protocol sentences that report
something like sense data, Lockean simple ideas or Humean impres-
sions, and, on the other hand, a Davidsonian insistence that actions and
events be counted as basic entities on the same level as concrete things.
I do not claim that the choice of John runs or Socrates is wise as
elementary sentences with individuals as (extralinguistic) subjects is
metaphysically justiWed, only that it is more useful for analyzing the
syntax of sentences in a natural language like Greek or English. In such
an analysis, an event such as the death of Socrates or the French
Revolution will be represented by a predication with individuals
(Socrates, people in France) as semantic subject. On this view of
Wrst-order sentences, the death of Socrates will be analyzed as a nomin-
alization of Socrates died, and an expression like the French Revolution
will be construed as a transform from a more elementary NV form like
(some) Frenchmen revolted. This assumption is not intended to solve any j ½½390��
metaphysical problems, only to serve as a method for the syntactic
analysis that follows.
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6. We turn now to surveying the various uses of einai as the basis for
my argument for the unity of the system.With this goal in mind I limit
the present survey to copula, existential, and veridical uses.21

Since the copula is a strictly syntactic notion, a description of such
uses can be relatively straightforward. As we have seen, there are two
kinds of copula sentence: the nominal copula, where einai is construed
with predicate adjectives and nouns, and the locative copula, where it
is construed with predicates of place (in the marketplace, in Athens).
A subclass of the locative copula is the paralocative construction,
where the predicate expression is locative in form but metaphorical
in meaning: is in trouble, is in a bad mood.22 All of these sentence forms
are repeated again in second-order syntax with abstract (nominalized)
forms as subject: Wisdom is a virtue, The outcry was far away, Killing is
against the law. For such second-order sentences we need to reinterpret
the principle that a true predication implies the existence of its subject.
Instead of speaking of existence for the abstract subject of such
sentences, we may say that what is implied by a second-order copula
use is truth for some underlying sentence: if the second-order sentence
is true, one or more underlying Wrst-order sentences must also be true.
To say that wisdom exists means that someone is wise; the occurrence
of a revolution means that people revolt; sentences about killing imply
that someone may kill.
An analysis of the existential and veridical uses will be more diYcult

than this account of the copula, since the notions of existence and truth
refer primarily not to sentence structure but to the meaning of the
verb, or to the meaning of the whole sentence. The problem is how to
make this meaning precise enough to serve as a basis for explaining the
relations between the linguistic functions of predication, existence,
and truth. My strategy has been to use the syntactic analysis as a tool for
specifying the logical function of the verb in existential and veridical
sentences. I assume that only if we have an accurate description of the

21 This means ignoring the possessive and potential (esti plus inWnitive) constructions,
both of which can be analyzed as special cases of the existential or locative-existential use, if
the latter is thought of as meaning something like ‘is present, is available’. (see The Verb ‘Be’,
pp. 265–71, 272–6).

22 For examples see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 159–64.
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syntactic structure of these various uses of einai can we give a clear
account of their conceptual relations.
7. I take the veridical Wrst, because here the basic syntax is clear and

uniform, whereas the existential use of einai introduces a baZing
diversity of sentence forms. The veridical use (where the verb means
‘is true’ or ‘is the case’) is statistically rather rare, and accordingly it has
often been treated as a special case of the existential verb. We shall see
that, in the end, such a treatment can be justiWed. If I have chosen
instead to give this use its own name and assign to it a separate chapter
in the book on einai, that is for two reasons. In the Wrst place, this use of
to be (as in So be it or Tell it like it is) has venerable credentials. The
meaning j ½½391��of to be as ‘to be true’ must be prehistoric, since the word for
truth in languages at opposite ends of the Indo-European world—in
India and in Scandinavia—is provided by a derivative of the present
participle of *es- (san, satya, etc., direct cognates of to on in Greek; so
also in archaic English we have the word sooth).23 My second reason
for devoting separate attention to the veridical is the fundamental
importance of this use of einai for philosophy, as one of the preferred
expressions for the notion of Being as the object of knowledge.
Although for Parmenides, as for Aristotle, Being (to on) means many
things, it points crucially to the notion of truth as the goal of under-
standing and the object of knowledge.24

By a veridical use generally I mean any occurrence of einai that can
have the value ‘is true’ or ‘is the case, is a fact’. More strictly speaking,
however, the veridical construction is a speciWc sentence form. In the
veridical construction a clause containing einai is correlated with a
clause of comparison containing a verb of saying or thinking: 	��Ø
�ÆF�Æ �o�ø ‹�ø� �f º�ª�Ø� ‘Things are as you say (that they are)’.25

I call the clause with the verb be the essive clause, and the clause with
the propositional attitude of thinking or saying the intentional clause.
In idiomatic usage the second occurrence of the essive clause is

23 For the evidence from India and Scandinavia see H. Frisk, ‘ ‘‘Wahrheit’’ und ‘‘Lüge’’ in
den indogermanischen Sprachen’, Göteborgs Hogskolas Arsskrift, 41/3 (1935), 3–6, 28.

24 In Metaphysics 9. 10. 1051b1 Aristotle says that the meaning of is as ‘is true’ is ‘being in
the strictest sense’ (to kuriôtata on). I believe that the veridical sense also Wts best with
Parmenides’ opening claim that ‘you cannot know what-is-not’ (fr. 2.7), although other
values of einai are also required for his argument.

25 Compare sentences 2 and 3 on p. 336 in The Verb ‘Be’.
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normally zeroed; hence we have the simpler form ‘Things are as you
say’. But this second essive clause will show up after a verb of saying in
the more explicit philosophical formulae for truth: ‘To say of what is
that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false; but to say of what is that it
is, or of what is not that it is not, is true’ (Aristotle, Metaphysics 4. 7.
1011b26). In the idiomatic version where the second essive clause is
zeroed we have as the syntactic subject of einai a pronoun (tauta ‘these
things’) referring to whatever the interlocutor has said, and hence to
one or more underlying sentences. Thus the syntax of einai in this
veridical construction is obviously second-order, since the underlying
subject of einai is sentential in form. The verb einai in the essive clause
takes as its subject the content of the underlying sentence; that is, the
state of aVairs corresponding to the claim expressed in the intentional
clause (‘what you say’). The logical function of esti in the essive clause
is to endorse the interlocutor’s claim by asserting that precisely this
state of aVairs obtains or ‘exists’, that things are ‘in reality’ the way the
interlocutor says that they are. Hence if we think of the obtaining of
states of aVairs as a particular mode of existence, we can classify the
veridical use as a special case of the existential verb.26 j

½½392�� The syntax of esti in the primary essive clause (‘Things are this way’)
can be described as that of a sentence operator, since the verb takes one
or more underlying sentences as its source or operand. More precisely,
it functions as a semantical sentence operator, since it posits the content
of the operand sentence in ‘reality’ (which for Homeric sentences
means in the semiWctional reality of the epic poems). To explain why
it is precisely the verb einai that functions as semantical operator, I need
to introduce the notion of a sentential truth claim.
For simplicity, I assume that we are dealing here with ordinary

declarative sentences; that is to say, with indicative sentences spoken

26 Matthen has shown how einai in the formulae for truth can be interpreted as a kind of
existential is, taking as its subject what he calls a predicative complex, an Aristotelian unity of
thing and predicable roughly comparable to the modern notion of a fact or state-of-aVairs
(‘Greek Ontology and the ‘‘Is’’ of Truth’, Phronesis, 28 1983). This will be an attractive
solution for anyone who (like De Rijk) thinks it is an advantage to interpret the ancient
notion of truth in terms of the modern notion of existence. Thus De Rijk cites Matthen’s
article as ‘epoch making’ (Aristotle, p. 81) For my own doubts whether it is a philosophical
advantage to introduce the modern notion of existence into ancient ontology see my
comments in The Verb ‘Be’, 416–19.
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with normal intonation, not with ownerless sentences written on a
blackboard. Hence I am abstracting from the distinction between sen-
tence and statement. I claimed earlier that Wrst-order copula uses of einai
(at least the aYrmative uses) normally imply the existence of their
semantic subject. We may now add that as asserted sentences they also
carry a truth claim, a claim that their sentential content obtains in
reality—at least, in the reality of the Homeric world. So copula uses
of einai, like all declarative sentences, are implicitly semantic in two
respects: they imply not only the existence of their subject but also the
validity of their truth claim. By truth claim I mean whatever it is that the
sentence asserts—the content of the sentence understood as candidate for
a positive truth-value. My notion of truth claim is, I think, just what
Wittgensteinmeant by his remark in theTractatus (4. 022): ‘A proposition
shows how things stand if it is true. And it says that they do so stand’. Such
a claim is implicit in every declarative sentence.What is distinctive of the
veridical construction is to make this claim explicit.
Why is it precisely the verb to be that serves as vehicle for an explicit

truth claim? I think the answer must lie in the role of copula einai as
sign of predication. In simpler sentences like Theaetetus sits this func-
tion is performed by an ordinary verb. But, as Aristotle pointed out,
any verb can be replaced by is plus participle: Theaetetus sits can be
replaced by (the Greek equivalent of ) Theaetetus is sitting. For this and
other reasons, the copula verb can be seen as the most general verb, the
verb par excellence, and hence as the sign of predication.27 But every
predication in normal declarative form carries a truth claim. Hence the
copula verb, as sign of predication, can become the sign of truth claim.
(It had already become such a sign in prehistoric times, as the words for
‘truth’ in India and Scandinavia demonstrate.) That is my explanation
of why, in the veridical construction, it is the same verb that serves to
make the truth claim explicit. Because It is F normally implies It is truly
F, the verb is alone can mean is true.
8. A similar explanation can be oVered for the use of einai as

semantic operator in existential sentences. Because the copula verb
(like any verb in the indicative) carries an implicit claim of existence

27 For considerations conWrming the central position of einai in the verbal system of Greek
see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 388–94.

a return to ‘be’ and the concept of being 125



for its subject, the same verb, when properly emphasized, can serve to
make this claim explicit. That is precisely the j ½½393��function of einai in
existential sentences. We can see this happening in a variety of ways,
corresponding to the diversity of the existential sentence types.
I distinguish Wve existential types in Homer and one post-Homeric
type.
Here is a summary of the six existential sentence types:

Type I (to be means ‘to live’, ‘to be alive’): The gods who are forever;
Type II (locative-existential): There is a city Ephyre in the corner of
Argos;
Type III (plural of Type II): There are many paths up and down the
camp;
Type IV (existential proper): Let there be someone who will speak wiser
counsel than this;
Type V (verb of occurrence): Around him was a clamor of the dead;
Type VI (unqualiWed existence): Zeus is; A centaur is not.

Of the six existential types listed here, the Wrst and most vivid sentence
type is neither explicitly semantic nor syntactically second-order. In
this sentence type einai functions like an ordinary Wrst-order verb with
concrete meaning. This is my existential Type I, where einaimeans ‘to
be alive’, ‘to dwell’, or ‘to be present’. In this type the verb takes
persons (humans and gods) as subjects: ‘Your parents are still alive’;
‘The gods who are forever’.28 Since the subject is typically a person,
and hence a dialogue partner, this is the only case where the verb is
declined in the Wrst and second persons; all other existential types
appear only in third-person form. Furthermore, einai in Type I takes
adverbs of time and place, like any normal verb. Why then do we call
this Type ‘existential’? In such sentences the verb will not be translated
by exists nor even by there is. Nevertheless, this is the Wrst use listed by
LSJ among examples of �N�� as substantive verb, as distinct from the
copula; and other authorities treat it similarly. The explanation lies,
I suggest, in the universal assumption that einai once had a concrete
meaning like any ordinary verb. Since Type I sentences present the

28 	� �N�� in sentence 1 in The Verb ‘Be’ (p. 241); Ł��d ÆNb� K�����: sentence 20 (p. 242).
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verb with normal syntax, they give us the strongest suggestion of what
its original meaning might have been.
More complex from a syntactic point of view are the existential

sentences classiWed in my Types II and III: 	��Ø ��ºØ� ¯ç�æÅ �ıåHØ
@æª��� ‘There is a city Ephyre in the corner of Argos’.29 These are all
copula uses of einai, usually locative, but with deWnite existential
overtones as reXected in the translation ‘there is’. If we ask what
corresponds in the Greek to this existential nuance, we can Wnd no
answer in the syntax of the verb. Often (but not always) the copula will
appear in initial position. Since Greek word order is free, the emphasis
given by initial position is of rhetorical rather than grammatical
signiWcance. I have suggested that since the copula verb itself implies
the reality of its (extralinguistic) subject, it is this implicit existential
force of the verb that is brought out by initial position.
A Type II sentence generally serves to introduce either a person as

subject for further predication or a topographical item as a point of
reference for the subsequent narrative.30 The existential force of the
verb in such sentences seems to be connected with its rhetorical
function of introducing j ½½394��the grammatical subject of the sentence. The verb
does this by spatially locating the corresponding semantic subject; that
is, the person or place that will Wgure in the narrative that follows.
Thus the underlying locative-existential value of the verb (‘is present
somewhere’) is highlighted by this rhetorical act of introducing or
‘placing’ its subject in the relevant domain of discourse. I suggest that it
is these semantic implications, accentuated by rhetorical emphasis on
the verb, that we perceive as an assertion of existence for the subject
of the verb. But since, although highlighted, this assertion remains
implicit in the locative predication (that is, in Wrst-order syntax), we do
not have a properly semantic (second-order) use of the verb in exist-
ential Type II. What we have is a rhetorically and semantically loaded
use of a Wrst-order copula.
The same can be said for sentences in Type III, if we interpret this as

the plural form of Type II: ��ººÆd ªaæ I�a ��æÆ��� �N�Ø Œ�º�ıŁ�Ø ‘There
are many paths up and down the camp’; ��E� 
 K� ªaæ 	Æ�Ø IæØ��B��

29 Sentence 27 in The Verb ‘Be’ (p. 246).
30 The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 252–5.
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—Æ�ÆåÆØH� ‘Among you are the bravest of all the Achaeans’. In this Type
the rhetorical function of the copula verb is reinforced by a locative
complement or by a term of quantity (some, many). In the negative
versions of Types II and III the existential nuance is particularly strong,
but locally restricted: �P
b 	��Ø K� �BØ �ŒıŁØŒBØ ���ÅØ å�æÅØ �e �Ææ��Æ�
�h�� Z��� �h�� ������� 
Øa �a ł�å�Æ, ‘There is in the whole Scythian
land neither any ass at all nor any mule, because of the cold’.31

9. In none of the sentence types so far described do we Wnd an
explicit assertion or denial of existence, but rather (in Types II–III) a
use of the copula verb that is emphatic enough to justify the English
translation ‘there is’. For a use that is properly existential we turn to
Type IV, which is closely parallel in structure to the formula 9x(Fx) for
existential quantiWcation in logic: ‘There is an X such that X is F’. In
Type IV the verb einai serves to posit (or, in the negative, to exclude)
an indeWnite subject (someone, something) for the predication formu-
lated in the relative clause that follows:

�F� 
 �YÅ n� �B�
� ª I������Æ �B�Ø� K�����Ø

Let there be someone/who will speak wiser counsel than this

�F� 
 �PŒ 	�Ł ‹� �Ø� Ł��Æ��� ç�ªÅØ . . . /ŒÆd ����ø� $æ�ø�, ��æØ 
 ÆG
—æØ���Ø� ª� �Æ�
ø�

Now there is no one/who will escape death at my hands, of all the Trojans and
above all of the sons of Priam32

Since the indeWnite subject is typically a person (‘someonewho . . . ’), the
syntax of the verb might seem to be Wrst-order. But in this sentence type
the verb does not stand on its own; it is construed together with
the relative clause on which it functions as a sentence operator. Thus
the subject of einai is not a deWnite individual but as it were a bound
variable, anyone or anything that satisWes the condition speciWed in the
relative clause.33 The semantic function of einai in Type IV j ½½395��is precisely
tomake explicit the reference, positive or negative, to a semantic subject,

31 Sentences 51, 56, and 75 in The Verb ‘Be’ (pp. 261, 263, 273).
32 Sentences 86 and 84 in The Verb ‘Be’ (p. 278).
33 The verb of the subordinate clause is generally not einai, since the poet avoids verbal

repetition. In The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 281–2, 316 I described the nonrecurrence of einai as
characteristic of Type IV; my error was corrected in a review by Seth Bernadete (‘The
Grammar of Being’, Review of Metaphysics, 30 (1977)).
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to an extralinguistic entity corresponding to the grammatical subject of
the underlying open sentence:X will speak wiser counsel,X will escape death
at my hands. Thus not only the syntax but also the semantic role of the
verb in Type IV is like that of the existential quantiWer: to aYrm (or to
deny) the availability of an object satisfying certain conditions, to posit (or
exclude) a subject of which certain predicates are true. Here again we
recognize the conceptual link between truth for predication and exist-
ence for the subject of predication.
Type IV may serve as the paradigm for what we mean by an

existential use of einai. As semantic sentence operator, the verb here
shares a function with the use of einai in the veridical construction.
As we have seen, in both sentence types einai serves to make explicit
the extralinguistic reference, either for the subject of a sentence (in
Type IV) or for a whole sentence (in the veridical). And in each
case the semantic sentence operator has only two values (esti and ouk
esti, positive and negative), endorsing or rejecting the descriptive
content of its operand sentence.34 But the syntactic diVerence
between these sentence forms is decisive for the distinction between
existence and truth, between existential and veridical uses of the
verb. In Type IV einai operates only on the subject of the operand
sentence (that is, on the relative pronoun hos ‘who’ introducing the
subordinate clause), whereas in the veridical it operates on an entire
sentential structure, on whatever it is that the interlocutor has said
and that the speaker conWrms. What the veridical einai ‘posits’ in
reality is the content of this sentential structure, the corresponding
state of aVairs. What is posited by the einai of Type IV is the
existence of one or more individuals satisfying the condition
speciWed in the relative clause.
10. Turning to existential Type V, we Wnd a sentence form that is

closer in syntax to the veridical construction. In Type V the subject of
the verb is an abstract action noun representing the predicate verb in a
more elementary sentence. In sentences of Type V einai functions as a
verb of occurrence, aYrming or denying that the action of the under-
lying sentence takes place:

34 For this notion of a semantic sentence operator and its connectionwith the locative notion
of being present (in the world, in the universe of discourse), see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 310–14.

a return to ‘be’ and the concept of being 129



I�çd 
� �Ø� ŒºÆªªc ��Œ�ø� q�,

Around him was a clamor of the dead.

Here the abstract noun clamor (ŒºÆªª�) is a nominalization of the verb Œº�Ç�Ø�
in the underlying sentence The dead clamored around him.

KŒ ªaæ  ˇæ���Æ� ���Ø� 	����ÆØ

There will be vengeance from Orestes,

with vengeance (���Ø�) as nominalization from the underlying form Orestes will
take revenge.

Iºº �P ��� ª  ˇ
ı��F, ç���� 	����ÆØ 	Œ ª� ªı�ÆØŒ��

For you, Odysseus, there will be no murder at a wife’s hand,

with murder (ç����) as nominalization from Your wife will not murder you.35

With an abstract noun as subject, the syntax of the verb in this
sentence Type is j ½½396��clearly second-order. Here einai operates on its
target sentence by taking as subject the nominalized form of an
underlying predicate verb (to clamor, to take revenge, to murder). Thus
the syntactic analysis of einai is quite distinct in Type V, but its semantic
function can be seen as parallel to that of the sentence operator in the
veridical and in Type IV. Here also K��� (or q� in the past) serves to
posit its semantic subject—in this case the verbal action—as ‘real’, that
is, as occupying a place in the universe of discourse.
Notice that it is our syntactic analysis of the varying relation

between einai as sentence operator and its underlying operand sentence
that permits us to distinguish the function of the verb in these three cases,
and thus explain why we translate einai as ‘is the case’ in the veridical,
‘there is’ or ‘exists’ in Type IV, and ‘occurs’, ‘takes place’ in Type V.
These are distinctions that we make, on the basis of our own translation
and syntactic analysis. For the Greek speaker these will be simply three
uses of the same verb, the very same verb that appears in ordinary copula
sentences. Hence the Greek speaker will not be inclined to distinguish
veridical from existential uses, or either from the ordinary copula.
One monumental consequence of this lexical equivalence between

diVerent syntactic uses of einai is that philosophers thinking in Greek
will not generally feel the need to distinguish entities from events or
states of aVairs. When they speak of ta onta, ‘beings’ or ‘the things that

35 Sentences 9, 99, and 100 in The Verb ‘Be’ (pp. 283, 284).
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are’, they may be referring to the existence of individuals and natural
kinds, to astronomical events like eclipses and phases of the moon, or
more generally to facts and whatever is the case in the world. This
makes the logic of some Greek ontological discussions quite baZing to
us.36 Our translations and analyses take for granted the distinction
between things, events, and states of aVairs. However, these are
distinctions not made by the linguistic usage in Greek but waiting
for the philosophers to sort out. Insofar as they manage to do so, it is
not always in ways that are familiar to us.37

11. I have saved for the end a discussion of existential Type VI, the
unqualiWed assertion or denial of existence for individuals and kinds of
things, where einai is construed ‘absolutely’, with no locative or
nominal complements: �P
 	��Ø ˘��� ‘Zeus is not’; �N�d Ł��� ‘The
gods are’; �PŒ 	��Ø Œ���Æıæ�� ‘There is no centaur’.38 The absence
of any predicative complement makes this use of einai syntactically
parallel to the modern verb to exist. Hence only in this case is it natural
to translate esti as ‘exists’.
I Wnd no examples of this sentence type in Homer. Type VI appears

in Greek j ½½397��literature only with the rise of theological skepticism in the
age of the Sophists, in the second half of the Wfth century bc. In Greece,
at any rate, this use of einai to mean something like ‘exist’ presupposes a
climate of theoretical speculation and an attitude of doubt concerning
objects of traditional belief (like the doubt expressed in the biblical verse
‘The fool hath said in his heart, ‘‘There is no God’’ ’).
Type VI provides an ancient precedent for the kind of existential

statements that are characteristic of post-Cartesian philosophy. (Recall
Heidegger’s radical question cited from Leibniz: Why is there anything
at all rather than nothing?) Thus Type VI serves to express a more

36 For example, when Aristotle distinguishes questions of ‘if it is’ (or ‘whether it is or not’)
from questions of ‘what it is’ (in Post. An. 2. 1–2), we naturally take him to be distinguishing
between existence and deWnition. Some of his examples Wt that interpretation, but others do
not. Compare the quotation fromMelissus in The Verb ‘Be’, p. 305, where three occurrences
of einai vary between (in our analysis) existential Type VI, copulative with ‘true’ as predicate,
and veridical-existential. It is clear that Melissus intends to make the same point with all three
uses of einai. For a similar variation in Plato’s use see above, n. 14.

37 Thus the ontology of Aristotle in the Categories, often regarded as a reXection of
common sense, can be seen rather as the result of a struggle to provide an alternative to
the Platonic construal of predication. See W. Mann, The Discovery of Things (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2000).

38 Illustrations in The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 300–5.
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speculative notion of existence, by contrast with the ordinary conver-
sational forms illustrated in Type IV. We have seen that, unlike the
implicit existential force of einai in Types I–III, sentences of Type IV
are explicitly concerned with the existence or nonexistence of a
subject, but with existence qualiWed in two respects: (1) the class of
possible subjects is speciWed by the context (speakers in the council
meeting for our Wrst example, sentence 86 cited above in section 9) or
by the text itself (Trojans, above all the sons of Priam, in the second
example, sentence 84); and (2) what is aYrmed or denied is not the
existence of a subject generally but the subject for speciWc predication,
spelled out in the relative clause. The second qualiWcation has its
parallel in the Fx component in existential quantiWcation 9x(Fx): in
both cases, what is posited is not a subject in general but a subject
satisfying deWnite predicates. However, the Wrst qualiWcation marks a
diVerence between normal speech and the formalized discourse of
logic. In the idiomatic sentences of Type IV the subject whose exist-
ence is aYrmed or denied is not any object in the universe but
something of a deWnite sort: a person qualiWed to speak, a Trojan
warrior. These sentences deal not with unqualiWed existence, being
something rather than nothing (as when we discuss whether God
exists, or the existence of the external world), but rather with
qualiWed or contextual existence, the existence of a speciWed kind of
thing (a speaker or a warrior) in a deWnite context (a meeting or a
battle) as subject for a speciWc predication. In the speculative Type VI
the sortal speciWcation of the subject is retained (a god or a centaur),
but both the contextual restriction and the speciWc predication have
disappeared.
As a result, the syntax of this sentence type is not transparent. The

explicit existential force of einai recalls the semantic sentence operator
of Type IV, but in Type VI we have no operand sentence. Perhaps the
most natural construal of Type VI is to see it as aYrming or denying a
subject for any arbitrary predication, a generalization of Type IV that
maintains the sortal restriction on the subject of einai (e.g. gods or
centaurs) but eliminates any speciWcation of the predicates by zeroing
the relative clause. To the ‘absolute’ syntax of einai in Type VI,
restricted in this case neither by predicative complements nor by
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relative clause, corresponds an equally unqualiWed aYrmation or denial
of existence for the subject.
How did this speculative sentence type arise? For an intuitive

understanding of the force of the verb in Type VI, I suggest that the
denial comes Wrst. The aYrmation j ½½398��of existence can then be seen as
secondary, as a response to skeptical doubts: ‘You say that Zeus does
not exist? I say that he does!’. But what exactly did the doubter mean
by saying ‘Zeus is not’? If we are right to think of Type IV as the
paradigm for an existential use of einai, the semantic function of einai
will be to posit a subject for predication. Hence to deny that Zeus is is
to deny that Zeus can be a subject for any true predication whatsoever.
Everything they say about Zeus is false—and not only false but inev-
itably false, because there is no such subject to talk about!The denial of
existence in such a case is a denial of truth for an entire tradition, the
tradition of the poets and the priests. This reading of Zeus is not
explains the zeroing of the relative clause that we would expect to
Wnd on the basis of the syntax of Type IV. In Type VI denials of
existence there is no reason to specify conditions to be satisWed by the
proposed subject, because the not-being of the subject guarantees in
advance the nullity of every predication.
If this is the correct interpretation of Type VI, it is easy to see why

the surface syntax of the verb is systematically misleading, as Ryle and
others have observed. For in this absolute construction einai seems to
represent a Wrst-order predicate, like a normal verb. The surface syntax
of einai seems to be just the same as in Type I, where the verb means
‘be alive’ or ‘be present’, or in the quasi-existential uses of the locative
copula in Types II–III, such as ‘There are no asses in all of Scythia,
because of the cold’. It is this misleading syntax that gives rise to the
notorious question, Is existence a predicate? It may be a predicate after
all, but not a Wrst-order predicate. That einai in Type VI, despite
appearances, is not a normal, Wrst-order verb is clear from the fact
that it does not take complements of time or place, unlike the same
verb in Types I–III.
The failure to notice this discrepancy has led some philosophers

astray, as it led philologists to combine Types I and VI in what they
took to be the primitive (or at least the oldest known) use of einai in
Greek. My catalogue of archaic sentence types shows that Type VI is
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not likely to be a primitive use of einai, since it does not appear before
the late Wfth century. And my syntactic analysis indicates that, far from
being a normal predicate as in Type I, einai in Type VI is best
understood by analogy to the existential sentence operator of Type
IV, which speciWes its operand sentence in a relative clause. It is
precisely the absence of this relative clause that makes Type VI so
problematic.
Alternatively, of course, we might construe the absolute syntax of

einai in Type VI as the result of zeroing the predicate in a copula
sentence, as was suggested earlier, in section 3: X is is short for X is
something or other. This interpretation of Type VI ties it more closely to
the copula construction, but does not account for its strong existential
value. The explicitly existential force of Type VI (being something
rather than nothing) is much better explained by a derivation from the
semantic sentence operator of Type IV.
12. Having surveyed the various uses of einai, we can now consider

the question how these uses hang together as a system. I have already
pointed to an answer on the basis of the syntactic analysis, but before
pursuing this line of j ½½399��thought let us see what can be said on the subject
of the lexical meaning of the verb.
Any attempt to derive the diVerent uses of einai from a single

Urbedeutung or fundamental meaning will plausibly begin either from
the vital-locative sense ‘live, dwell’ attested for persons in sentences of
Type I or from the more general locative sense: ‘be present, be
available, vorhanden sein’.39 To some extent, this quasi-existential
meaning is automatically implied by every copula use of einai with
locative complements: Socrates is here, Socrates is in the agora. That is why
the absolute, ‘existential’ use of the verb can also be seen as the result of
zeroing the adverbial of place in this locative construction: Socrates is
(somewhere). Existence is, as it were, location generalized or left inde-
terminate. Such a locative-existential sense of the verb corresponds to
the old Greek notion (attested from Gorgias to Aristotle) that ‘what-
ever is, is somewhere; what is nowhere is nothing’. Hence when Plato
wanted for the Wrst time to deWne a nonspatial notion of reality for the

39 For the latter view see C. J. Ruijgh, ‘A Review of Ch. H. Kahn, The Verb ‘‘Be’’ in
Ancient Greek’, Lingua, 48 (1979), 43–83.
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Forms, he needed to locate them in a noêtos topos, an intelligible space
(Republic 6. 508c1).
It is generally recognized that this local sense must have been one of

the oldest meanings of the Indo-European root *es-. Thus the OED
suggests that ‘the primary sense’ of the English verb bewas ‘to occupy a
place (i.e. to sit, stand, lie, etc.) in some speciWed place’, from which was
derived the more general sense ‘to be somewhere, no matter where, to
be in the universe or realm of fact, to have a place among existing
things, to exist’.
As we have noted, the literal sense of ‘being-there’ or ‘being-

present’ is implicit in every use of the locative copula, and reinforced
in the sentences classiWed as locative-existential, which includes most
of the sentences in Types II and III, e.g. ‘There is a city Ephyre in the
corner of Argos’ (cited above). On the other hand, in the most
common of all uses of einai, the copula construction with predicate
adjectives and nouns, the literal meaning of ‘being in a place’ is
completely absent: Socrates is wise, Socrates is a philosopher. Still, what
we do have in the case of the nominal copula is a kind of shadow of the
local sense in what linguists recognize as the stative aspect of einai.40

This fundamental lexical value of einai as verb of state or station, in
opposition to the mutative-kinetic aspect of verbs for become, is par-
ticularly strong in Greek, because it is supported by two unique
morphological contrasts. In the Wrst place, unlike other verbs derived
from the Indo-European root *es-, the Greek verb einai has kept its
durative stem throughout the conjugation, and has admitted no non-
durative or aorist forms from other roots (as the English verb is has
admitted both be and was from roots other than *es-, and Latin esse has
admitted fui/fuisse). In addition, the stative-locative value for �N�� be is
reinforced by the opposition with its near-homonym, �r�Ø ‘I go’. This
opposition between two archaic -�Ø verbs gives our verb �N�� be the
implicit meaning ‘to stay’ by contrast with ‘to go’. This convergent set
of linguistic j ½½400��peculiarities for einai helps us to understand why, in
traditional Greek thought, to be is to be somewhere.

40 For the importance of the stative-mutative or static-kinetic contrast between be and
become in Greek as in other languages see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 194–8.
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In the book I presented this locative interpretation of einai as a
diachronic myth, the derivation of all uses of the verb from one
primitive meaning; and I proceeded to reject it as a mythical account
of linguistic prehistory.41 However, in the form presented here,
without diachronic claims, this account gives a plausible lexical
description of the intuitive meaning of einai in all its uses. The
basic meaning of the verb is ‘to be present, be available’, with a
paradigm use for persons ‘to live, to dwell (somewhere)’. The local
meaning is weakest, of course, in the case of the nominal copula, the
most common use of all (as in Socrates is wise). But even here, in what
is sometimes regarded as the ‘mere copula’, we Wnd a kind of
analogue to the locative sense in the static-durative aspectual value
that is particularly strong in the case of the Greek verb to be. Thus, in
addition to its syntactic role as sign of predication, einai as copula
retains a lexical suggestion of standing still and remaining as-is. It is
this stative-durative value, present in every copula use, that was
transformed by Parmenides into the notion of eternal being: ‘It
never was nor will be, since it is all together now’ (fr. 8. 5). And
this unchanging Being of Parmenides is still conceived in locative
terms: ‘equal to itself in every direction’, ‘like the bulk of a rounded
sphere, balanced equally from the center in every way’ (fr. 8. 43,
49–50). We can say that Parmenides created the metaphysical con-
cept of Being by bringing together all of the aspects and nuances of
the Greek verb into a single concept of the immutable Fact or
Entity: to eon, ‘that which is’.42

Before leaving this discussion of the locative values of einai, we may
note how widely such metaphorical extensions of the notion of place
or situation can serve to express the ideas of existence and reality, and
not only in Greek. Thus I have here systematically employed the
metaphors of positing and placing in the domain of discourse in
order to explicate the semantic notions of truth and existence. It is
no accident that a similarly irreducible use of the imagery of location
turns up in the otherwise very diVerent Heideggerian characterization

41 The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 375–88.
42 See further on Parmenides’ use of the verb in Presocratic Philosophy: Essays in Honour of

Alexander Mourelatos (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002; repr. here as Essay 8).
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of existence as Dasein, literally ‘being-there’, or as in-der-Welt-sein,
‘being-in-the-world’.
13. This is, I think, as far as we can go in accounting for the lexical

meaning of the Greek verb to be. But this lexical account does nothing
to establish a conceptual unity for the uses of einai that might justify the
Greek project of ontology as an inquiry into the concept of Being. For
that we must go back to the analysis of sentence structure and semantic
function for the existential and veridical uses, and see how these are
related to the predicative function of the verb that I propose as the
conceptual basis for the entire system.
Let me retrace the earlier steps in my argument. We begin with the

notion of predication as illustrated in the simplest sentence structure, in
the distinction ½½401��j between noun and verb as originally proposed by
Plato in the Sophist.43 Plato deWnes noun and verb both syntactically, as
combining to produce a sentence, and also as semantic functions: the
verb signiWes action (praxis) and the noun signiWes agent (prattôn) or
thing (pragma). This semantic dimension is carefully developed in
Plato’s brief account. His sample sentences (Theaetetus sits, Theaetetus
Xies) are said to be ‘about’ (peri) their subject in the dialogue,
Theaetetus himself, and the true sentence says ‘the things that are’
(ta onta) concerning him (263b). Plato’s goal in this discussion was to
deWne true and false statement, and thus he concludes with the ver-
idical use of einai just quoted. But in order to articulate the notions
of truth and falsehood, Plato was obliged Wrst to provide an analysis
of predicative sentence structure in terms of the basic word classes of
universal grammar, noun and verb. Formally speaking, nouns and
verbs are easy to distinguish in Greek (although as far as we know no
one had previously bothered to distinguish them). But the functional
distinction that Plato pointed out is not a peculiarity of Greek, or even
of Indo-European. As Edward Sapir, the great specialist in exotic
languages, remarked, ‘there must be something to talk about and
something must be said about this subject of discourse once it is
selected . . . The subject of discourse is a noun . . . The form which

43 The distinction is new in the Sophist. Before Plato, and even in Plato’s earlier writings,
onoma meant ‘name’ and rhêma simply meant ‘phrase’ or ‘expression’. Cf. Cratylus 399b1,
where rhêma clearly means ‘phrase’, not ‘verb’.
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has been set aside for the business of predicating . . . [is] the verb . . . No
language wholly fails to distinguish noun and verb’.44

Thus Plato’s discovery of sentential syntax was at the same time a
recognition of the fundamental conditions for any descriptive use of
language. The terminology of subject and predicate comes only with
Aristotle, but the insight is the same: that the subject–predicate (noun–
verb) structure of sentences reXects, within language, the semantic
structure of reference and description that connects our use of lan-
guage to what we are talking about. I have called attention from the
beginning to this fundamental ambiguity in the concept of predication:
on the one hand, a syntactic relation between linguistic components
within a sentence; on the other hand, a semantic relation between a
sentence or sentence component and its signiWcatum in the world. For
it is just this extralinguistic or semantic function of predication that
permits us to understand the central place of copula syntax in the
uniWed system of to be.
We return to the simple copula sentence: Socrates is wise or Socrates is

in the agora. When asserted normally as a statement, such a sentence
entails three kinds of semantic relation. (1) If the sentence is true, the
subject must exist; that is, there must be something the sentence is
about. (2) The sentence makes a truth claim; that is, it claims that
things are in fact as it says that they are. (3) This claim entails that the
attribute in question (being wise, or being in the agora) actually
belongs to the subject; that is, that the corresponding property ‘occurs’
or is ½½402��j instantiated in this particular case. To these three semantic
conditions correspond the three diVerent uses of einai as semantic
sentence operator: (1) the existential use for subjects in Type IV
sentences (‘There is someone/no one who does such and such’); (2)
the veridical construction for one or more complete sentences
(‘Things are as you say’); and (3) the verb of occurrence for predicates
in Type V (‘There will be vengeance fromOrestes’, i.e. Orestes will be
a revenger). It is because the ordinary use of the copula as sign of
predication in a Wrst-order sentence normally bears these three seman-
tic implications—existence for a subject, truth claim for the sentence,

44 The full citation from E. Sapir (Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech (New
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1921; repr. 1949), 119) is given in The Verb ‘Be’, p. 51.
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and belonging for the predicate—that the same verb can also serve as
sentence operator in the three types of second-order sentences whose
function it is to make these semantic claims explicit.
Of course in simple noun–verb sentences predication occurs with-

out the verb to be. The copula verb is required only when the predicate
expression is an adjective or a noun.45 In such sentences we recognize
the minimum role of the copula as (1) verbal form carrying the marks
of person, tense, etc., (2) predicator, joining with the adjective or noun
to form the predicate expression or verb phrase, and hence (3) sign of
sentencehood, completing the subject–predicate form. It is this triple
function that is meant when we describe the copula verb as sign of
predication. In simpler sentences of the form Socrates walks, Theaetetus sits
this triple function is performed by the verb alone. As copula, einai
serves as the verbalizer, making a verb phrase out of a verbless predi-
cate. Furthermore, as already pointed out, in the periphrastic construc-
tion einai can replace any verb in the language. Thus we have Socrates is
walking, Theaetetus is sitting (or their Greek equivalents) as reshapings of
the noun–verb sentence. In traditional theory the copula form became
canonical and the copula verb, rather than the verb in general, came to
be regarded as the sign of predication. We are not bound by this
theory. But we do recognize that to be performs the predicative
function for a wide variety of sentence forms—more so than any
other verb in the language. As the principal predicative verb, einai
can represent both the form of predication and the speciWc semantic
relations that are entailed by predication.
Thus the network of uses for einai serves to articulate a larger

conceptual structure that brings together the notions of predication,
truth, and existence. The copula use represents predication as such, in
both its syntactic and its semantic function. The semantic implications
of predication are articulated by existential and veridical sentence
types, including Type V sentences that express the occurrence or reali-
zation of a predicate concept. None of these notions—predication,

45 According to the theory of the nominal sentence, Greek allows sentencehood without
a verb, at least in sentences where the verb would be in the third-person singular. I have
argued that the so-called nominal sentence is a feature of surface structure only, and that einai
is present in the underlying structure even in this case, as is shown by its appearance on the
surface in past and future tenses and in oblique modes. See The Verb ‘Be’, app. B.
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truth, existence, instantiation—can be adequately explicated without
reference to the other three. Thus it is this twofold structure of
predication, both syntactic and semantic, that provides conceptual
unity for the system of sentence forms with j ½½403��einai that expresses not
only the basic subject-predicate connection in copula sentences, but
also the semantic notions of existence for the subject, truth for the
sentential content, and occurrence or instantiation for predicates. And
it is the conceptual unity of this linguistic system of uses for einai that
justiWes, if anything can, the philosophical interest of the concept of
Being in Greek philosophical thought.
14. Let me close by returning to the fundamental contrast between

the concept of Being, as articulated in this system of uses for einai, and
the notion of existence in modern thought since Descartes. Our
account of the system has assigned no special role to the speculative
use of the verb in sentences of Type VI (‘The gods are’, ‘A centaur is
not’). Furthermore, the relatively marginal position of such sentences
in the discussion of Being by the Greek philosophers reXects the fact
that the notion of existence as such plays no clearly deWned role—is
not thematized—in ontological speculation from Parmenides to
Aristotle.46 Questions of existence are not of central importance in
Greek metaphysics, as they are in the tradition initiated by Descartes,
where attention is focussed on such topics as: If I can be certain of my
own existence, can I be sure of anything else? Do material objects
exist? How can I know that there are other minds? Is the past real?
How are we to account for this radical diVerence between the two

traditions? Part of the explanation must lie in the role played by
skepticism. The radical challenge of skepticism—What, if anything,
can we know with certainty?—is historically secondary in ancient
philosophy. It is true that skeptical concerns were formulated early
on, by Xenophanes, but they do not come to play a dominant part in
Greek philosophy until the rise of the Second Academy in the third
century bc, after the four major systems of classical thought had been

46 This is not to deny that Aristotle discusses particular problems (such as the being of the
void or the inWnite and the reality of Platonic Forms) that we can identify as questions of
existence. See G. E. L. Owen, ‘Eleatic Questions’,Classical Quarterly 10 (1960), 84–102, repr.
in Owen, Logic, Science, and Dialectic: Collected Papers in Greek Philosophy, ed. M. Nussbaum
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986). and ch. 3 above.
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formulated. By contrast, both the skeptical challenge and the episte-
mology required to answer it are central from the beginning in modern
philosophy, both in Descartes’s own thought and in that of his succes-
sors such as Hume and Kant.
The modern notion of existence is not a product of skepticism.

(I have suggested that this notion originates in a post-biblical meta-
physics dominated by a view of the world as created ex nihilo by a
transcendent God.47) Nevertheless, the central position of this notion
in modern philosophy is, I submit, closely correlated with skeptical
concerns. We have seen that speculative claims of existence, as formu-
lated in Type VI sentences, Wrst appear in the Wfth century bc in
response to skeptical doubts. This evidence from early Greek literature
suggests that such general assertions and denials of existence do not
arise spontaneously in ordinary discourse. They are a product of
enlightened speculation; they arise as a challenge to traditional belief
and originally concern only the gods and mythological creatures. The
centrality of more general questions of existence in modern philoso-
phy might well be regarded as a historical deviation, j ½½404��due to the radical
inXuence of skepticism (for Descartes and his followers) and hence to
the dominant role of epistemology in the post-Cartesian tradition.
Some of us may think that it is a substantial advantage on the part of
classical Greek thought to be relatively free from both—from the
radical inXuence of skepticism and also from the corresponding pre-
dominance of epistemology.
One Wnal provocation is suggested by this contrast between the

Greek and the modern perspectives. If we are right to think of
existence claims as positing semantic subjects in a universe of discourse,
we are justiWed in asking the following question: What is the relevant
domain of interpretation for questions concerning the existence of
other minds, or the existence of the external world? That is to say,
what is the appropriate semantical framework, the relevant logical
space within which such objects could be located, or from which
they might be banished?

47 See ‘Why Existence Does Not Emerge as a Distinct Concept in Greek Philosophy’,
Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie, 58 (1976), 323–34 (repr. as Essay 3 above).
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If we are talking about existence for other minds or for the external
world, we can scarcely be talking about location in spatiotemporal
reality. But in what other way should these large questions of existence
be construed? Is the logical space of sheer existence well deWned? The
semantic framework I have been using to analyze the extralinguistic
functions of predication provides a new way of formulating the old
claim that some of these metaphysical questions are meaningless. Thus
I would reverse the charge that John Stuart Mill directed against the
ancient notion of Being. It is not so much questions of Being as
questions of existence that run the risk of incoherence by uncritical
extension to an ill-deWned domain. Perhaps a great advantage of the
ancient concept of Being over the modern notion of existence lies
precisely in the fact that the former is securely anchored in the
structure of predication, so that for an ancient existence means the
existence of a certain kind of subject for deWnite attributes, and to
assert existence is to locate the subject in a particular universe of
discourse. The generalized, metaphysical notion of existence, on the
other hand, divorced from predication—as the verb exists is divorced
from the predicative construction—is in danger of Xoating free with-
out any Wxed semantic frame of reference, and hence without deWnite
meaning.
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6

The Thesis of Parmenides*

If we except Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus, Parmenides is perhaps the
most important and inXuential of all the Greek philosophers. And
considered as a metaphysician he is perhaps the most original Wgure
in the western tradition. At any rate, if ontology is the study of Being,
or what there is, and metaphysics the study of ultimate Reality, or what
there is in the most fundamental way, then Parmenides may reasonably
be regarded as the founder of ontology and metaphysics at once. For he
is the Wrst to have articulated the concept of Being or Reality as a
distinct topic for philosophic discussion.
The poem of Parmenides is the earliest philosophic text which is

preserved with suYcient completeness and continuity to permit us to
follow a sustained line of argument. It is surely one of the most
interesting arguments in the history of philosophy, and we are lucky
to have this early text, perhaps a whole century older than the Wrst
dialogues of Plato. But the price we must pay for our good fortune is to
face up to a vipers’ nest of problems, concerning details of the text and
the archaic language but also concerning major questions of philo-
sophic interpretation. These problems are so fundamental that unless
we solve them correctly we cannot even be clear as to what Parmeni-
des is arguing for, or why. And they are so knotted that we can scarcely
unravel a single problem without Wnding the whole nest on our hands.
I am primarily concerned here to elucidate Parmenides’ thesis: to see

what he meant by the philosophic claim which is compressed into the
one-word sentence 	��Ø, ‘It is’. I take this to be the premiss (or one of

* An earlier version of this paper was delivered at Haverford College and at the University
of Toronto in February and April, 1967. I am grateful to Sir Karl Popper and Professor
Howard Stein for detailed criticism of the earlier draft.



them), from which he derives his j ½½701��famous denial of all change and
plurality. I shall thus consider the nature of this premiss, and why he
thought it plausible or self-evident. I shall also look brieXy at the
structure of his argument which concludes that change is impossible,
in order to see a bit more clearly how such a paradoxical conclusion
might also seem plausible to Parmenides, and how it could be taken
seriously by his successors. Finally, I shall say a word about the Parme-
nidean identiWcation of Thinking and Being.

I. The Problem

For an accurate appreciation of Parmenides’ thesis we must Wrst have
some idea of the problem to which it was addressed. What was the
question which Parmenides put to himself, and which he thought of
his thesis as answering? As Karl Reinhardt said in a famous sentence:
‘The history of philosophy is the history of its problems; if you wish to
explain Heraclitus, show me Wrst where his problem lay’. We must ask:
What was Parmenides’ problem? More generally: What is his poem
about?
The usual interpretation is that Parmenides is a philosopher of

Being, that the poem is a revelation of pure, or absolute, or univocal
Being, of true Existence or Reality. But this account of the matter is
uninformative. In the Wrst place, it tends to be circular, because terms
like ‘Being’ or ‘Reality’ merely translate, without explaining, Par-
menides’ reference to 	��Ø, �r�ÆØ, or K��. And the result is hopelessly
vague, since a term like ‘Being’ in English (or in French, or in German)
does not have a meaning which is precise enough for this answer to be
understood without further explanation.1 j

1 The situation is particularly bad in English, since the participle and gerund are indistin-
guishable in form. I have noted at least Wve distinct uses: (1) the participle as an adjective, in
‘for the time being’, (2) the participle as a noun (or the gerund taken concretely?), in ‘a
human being’, ‘a being of a higher order’, (3) the participle replacing the Wnite verb: ‘things
being what they are’, (4) the gerund as the nominalization of a that-clause: ‘their being so glad
to see me came as a distinct surprise’, (5) the gerund (?) as an abstract noun in philosophy:
‘Being is not the same as Essence’. How is the Wfth use related to the other four? The
connection can scarcely be traced without referring back to the use of Z� and �r�ÆØ in Greek
philosophy, and ultimately back to Parmenides.
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½½702�� Furthermore, in a historical perspective it is hard to see why ‘Being’
should be a problem for Parmenides. It is he, after all, who introduced
both the concept and the term itself into the vocabulary of philosoph-
ical speculation. If Being (or �e Z�, or ens or esse or Sein) has been a
problem for many philosophers since Parmenides, it is ultimately
because of him that they are aware of this problem. But why was he
aware of it?
If taken as a question about Parmenides’ biography, this question

must remain unanswered, except by guesswork. But we may put it in
more answerable form if we ask: what problems did Parmenides
inherit from his predecessors to which his own doctrine of ‘Being’
might be a response?
Most historians have followed Plato and Aristotle in seeing Par-

menides against the background of earlier Greek cosmology. Thus
they interpret his doctrine of the one Being as a response to, and
criticism of, the various Ionian monisms which sought to explain the
natural universe on the basis of a single cosmic principle: air, water,
Wre, the unlimited. G. E. L. Owen has recently protested against this
assumption that Parmenides inherited his subject matter or his prem-
isses from earlier cosmology. He argues that Parmenides wrote not as a
cosmologist but ‘as a philosophical pioneer of the Wrst water, and any
attempt to put him back into the tradition that he aimed to demolish is
a surrender to the diadoche-writers, a failure to take him at his word’.2

Perhaps this antithesis is too exclusive: a philosopher who sets out to
demolish a tradition may nonetheless continue it in a new form. For
my part, I am convinced that there is a very intimate connection
between Parmenides’ argument and the doctrines of his Ionian prede-
cessors,3 and I doubt whether we can understand him properly if this
historical continuity is lost sight of. But I entirely agree with Owen’s
contention that we must take Parmenides at his word. We must look at
his extant poem, j ½½703��at the questions he raises himself, in order to deWne

2 ‘Eleatic Questions’, Classical Quarterly, 10 (1960), 101.
3 There is probably also a close link between Parmenides’ views and the doctrines of his

Italian predecessors and contemporaries, but we know so little of these that speculation on
this point appears rather fruitless. In particular, it seems to me circular to attempt to reconstruct
early Pythagoreanism from indications in Parmenides’ poem, and then to interpret the poem
as an attack on these views.
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the issues to which he addresses himself and the problem with which
he actually begins.
Now he certainly does not begin with any discussion of the structure

of the heavens, or with the problems of the nature and number of the
elements. Parmenides’ poem contains a cosmology, but it does not
beginwith cosmological questions. The philosophical exposition opens
quite abruptly with the statement: ‘Come, mark my words: I shall tell
you what are the only ways of search there are for knowing or
understanding (��B�ÆØ)’.4 When posed with philological precision,
the question ‘What is Parmenides’ problem?’ becomes the question
‘What is Parmenides looking for? Where are his ‘‘ways of inquiry’’
(›
�d 
ØÇ��Ø��) supposed to lead?’.
If this mention of ‘ways of search’ came at the very beginning of

Parmenides’ poem, our only means of determining the goal he is trying
to reach would be to read on further to see where his investigation
leads. As things stand, however, the aim and object of his inquiry are
clearly indicated earlier, in the prologue, where the ‘ways of search’ are
poetically preWgured in the road travelled by Parmenides in his char-
iot—a road which lies ‘far from the j ½½704��beaten track of mankind’ (fr. 1.
27). I suggest that a close reading of the proem alone is suYcient to give
us a deWnite answer to the question ‘What is Parmenides’ problem?’,
and that this answer is fully borne out by the course of the argument
itself.

4 Fr. 2. 2 Æ¥��æ ›
�d ��F�ÆØ 
ØÇ��Ø�� �N�Ø ��B�ÆØ. I take ��B�ÆØ as loosely epexegetical, or
Wnal, with ›
��, ‘what ways of search there are for knowing’; i.e. I do not construe the
inWnitive as potential with �N��, which gives the usual translation: ‘the only ways of search
that can be thought of ’. This usual construction provides us with a gratuitous contradiction,
since Parmenides goes on to show that the second way is after all I��Å��� (8. 17; cf. 2. 7).
Furthermore, as von Fritz has shown, the sense of ���E� in early Greek is not some vaguely
psychological notion of ‘thinking,’ not even the pseudological concept of conceiving or
imagining consistently (as in a speculative ‘thought-experiment’), but rather one of noticing,
observing, realizing, gaining insight into the identity of a person, into the facts of a situation and
their true implications; ���E� is ‘a kind of mental perception . . . a kind of sixth sense which
penetrates deeper into the nature of the object’ (‘˝��� and �̋�E� in the Homeric Poems’,
Classical Philology, 40 (1945), 90; cf. the discussion of early philosophic usage, at pp. 223–42).
The proper translation for the verb in Parmenides is a term like ‘cognition’ or ‘knowledge’: it
is paraphrased by ª�H�ÆØ, ‘to recognize, be acquainted with,’ at 2. 7.
For a fuller defense of what I take to be the correct interpretation of 2. 2 see Alexander

P. D. Mourelatos, The Route of Parmenides (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
[1970]), ch. 2 with n. 29.
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The chariot journey which Parmenides describes in the proem is
literally a voyage of enlightenment: he travels from darkness into light
(�N� ç���, 1. 10). As perceptive readers have always seen, this narrative
of the journey to the goddess is an allegorical representation of Par-
menides’ enterprise as a quest for knowledge, and as an enterprise
which attains its goal, since the voyage leads him to a complete
revelation of the Truth.5 Parmenides has done everything possible to
render the allegory transparent. The voyager on the right path is ‘a
knowing mortal’, conveyed by wise horses and cunning pathWnders;
he is led to the light by the spirits of illumination, the Heliades or
‘daughters of the Sun’. A successful conclusion to the expedition is
guaranteed from the very Wrst line of the poem: the horses carry him ‘as
far as desire can reach’. When he attains his destination, the goddess
promises to reveal all things to him, but Wrst of all to instruct him in
knowledge of the Truth (1. 28–30).
Thus the proem informs us that Parmenides’ search is a search for

knowledge, that his road leads to complete cognitive success, despite
(or rather, because of ) the fact that it lies ‘far from the track of men’.
I wish to emphasize this epistemological coloring of the proem, for
I think it oVers us the indispensable clue for a correct interpretation of
his thesis. The problem which Parmenides raises from the beginning of his
poem is not the problem of cosmology but the problem of knowledge;
more exactly, the problem of the search for knowledge, the choice
between alternative ways for thought and cognition to travel on in
pursuit of j ½½705��Truth. There is no doubt that the inquiry which Parmeni-
des has in mind is suggested by the attempts of the earlier philosophers to
elucidate the true nature of things: his term for ‘inquiry’ (
�ÇÅ�Ø�) may
be regarded as a poetic equivalent for the Ionian word for scientiWc
investigation (ƒ���æ�Å).6 In his hands, however, investigation takes a

5 Cf. H. Fränkel, ‘Parmenidesstudien,’ inWege und Formen frühgriechischen Denkens (Mun-
ich: Beck, 1955), 158–62; C. M. Bowra, ‘The Proem of Parmenides’, Problems in Greek Poetry
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1953), 39: ‘He tells of a chariot journey through gates to a goddess, but
what he really describes is the transition from ignorance to knowledge’. This is true even on
the new reading of the proem proposed by Mansfeld, who wishes to deny the allegorical
interpretation and maintain the reality of the revelation. See J. Mansfeld, Die OVenbarung des
Parmenides und die menschliche Welt (Assen: Van Govenm 1964), ch. 4 (pp. 222 V., and esp.
p. 247), and my criticism of Mansfeld’s view in Gnomon, 52 [1970], 113–19.

6 In his own way, Heraclitus had also given the traditional concept of inquiry a radically
new twist: K
ØÇÅ���Å� K��øı���, ‘I went in search of myself ’ (fr. 101).
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new route and leads to fundamentally diVerent results. Yet among
these results is an explanation of the natural world.
I shall not attempt to resolve the vexing problem of the Doxa, the

cosmology oVered in the second part of the poem. In fact, I believe
that on Parmenides’ principles it is not really soluble at all. I only wish
to remind you that Parmenides himself presents this as an epistemo-
logical problem, in the context of a theory of knowledge and error. In
addition to the Truth, the goddess will expound ‘the opinions of
mortals, in which there is no true conviction’, and she will explain
why it is that a false and deceptive worldview necessarily prevails
among men.7

The problem of knowledge, and the question whether human
beings can possess it or not, is one of the themes which Parmenides
has taken over from his predecessors. Xenophanes had insisted that
what passes for knowledge among men is only guesswork or conjec-
ture, and he apparently contrasted this semblance of knowing with the
total insight possessed by deity alone.8 The same radical antithesis
between human conjecture and divine cognition j ½½706��runs as a constant
leitmotif through the fragments of Heraclitus. But Parmenides’ treat-
ment of this traditional theme is novel in at least two respects. On the
one hand, with his characteristic sense of logical order, he puts the
question of knowledge Wrst, as methodically prior, as the architectonic
question which assigns to other questions their proper place. Thus his
ontology and his cosmology are presented, respectively, as knowledge
of the truth and knowledge of mortal opinion. On the other hand,
although in the body of his poem Parmenides makes systematic use of
the traditional antithesis between human guesswork and divine insight,

7 Iºº 	��Å� ŒÆd �ÆF�Æ �ÆŁ���ÆØ, ‰� �a 
�Œ�F��Æ/åæB� 
�Œ��ø� �r�ÆØ 
Øa �Æ��e� ����Æ
��æH��Æ. I understand this to mean roughly: ‘You must also learn how what seems (true to
men) had to be acceptable (to them)—how its acceptance as valid was Wtting and inevitable—
since this seeming penetrates all things throughout (the mortal universe)’. The outline of
Parmenides’ intended explanation is clear, I think, from 6. 8–9, 8. 53–60, and fr. 16; but
I doubt whether this explanation can be made ultimately coherent, for the reasons given in
my review of Mansfeld (cited in n. 5).

8 Xenophanes, frs. 34–5. For the contrast with divine knowledge see the paraphrase by
Arius Didymus in T. Diels and V. Krantz Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (Berlin: Weidmann,
1960), 21a24: ‰� ¼æÆ Ł�e� �b� �r
� �c� Iº�Ł�ØÆ�, � 
�Œ�� 
 K�d �A�Ø ���ıŒ�ÆØ (¼ fr. 34. 4).
The same contrast is made explicit in Alcmaeon fr. 1. For the theme of human ignorance and
divine insight in archaic Greek poetry see Mansfeld, OVenbarung, ch. 1.
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he breaks through it in the prologue by putting his own teaching in the
mouth of a goddess. There is no trace here of the epistemological
modesty of Xenophanes or Alcmaeon. Even Heraclitus, who casts
himself in the role of a prophet, does not go so far. Heraclitus does
broadly hint that he is an authorized spokesman for divine wisdom; but
Parmenides simply lets the divinity speak for herself. This is the
rhetorical, and perhaps also the philosophic justiWcation for his elab-
orate proem: to make use of the form of a divine revelation in order to
exploit and at the same time transcend the traditional Greek pieties on
the subject of the deWciencies of human knowledge. Parmenides’
allegory permits him to denounce human blindness with the utmost
rigor and generality, while at the same time being able to claim
absolute certainty for the doctrines he will propound himself.

II. The Thesis

I have deWned Parmenides’ problem in general terms as the problem of
knowledge, and described his ‘ways of search’ as alternative modes
of seeking to know, as alternative approaches to the truth, only one of
which attains the goal. I would now like to suggest that the problem
may be more accurately formulated as a question concerning the
object of knowledge, and that the alternative ways are diVerent
views of the knowable, of what there is to be known. We must now
ask ourselves what is the philosophical content of the true way, i.e. what
is Parmenides’ solution to the problem of what (and perhaps also how)
we know? j

½½707�� The statement of the Wrst way, the way of Truth and reliable
Conviction (����Ø�), constitutes what I call Parmenides’ thesis. It is
formulated as a closely linked pair of propositions:

(fr. 2. 3) � ��� ‹�ø� 	��Ø� �� ŒÆd ‰� �PŒ 	��Ø �c �r�ÆØ

The Wrst way is that it is and that it cannot not be.

This thesis is immediately confronted with its antithesis:

(fr. 2. 5) � 
 ‰� �PŒ 	��Ø� �� ŒÆd ‰� åæ��� K��Ø �c �r�ÆØ

The next is that it is not and that it is necessary that it not be.
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We, note that the modal clauses of thesis and antithesis (‘it is
impossible for it not to be’ and ‘it is necessary for it not to be’) are
opposed to one another as contraries, which cannot be true together
but might conceivably both be false, whereas the assertoric or non-
modal clauses are opposed as direct contradictories, as p to not-p. I shall
for the moment restrict myself to this simpler form of thesis and
antithesis, on the assumption that any account of the modal opposition
must presuppose a correct analysis of the primary alternatives; that is, of
	��Ø and its denial.9

It is the meaning of 	��Ø which we must now explicate. But before
we do so I would like to point out that, in thus confronting us with the
bare choice between 	��Ø and its denial, Parmenides is j ½½708��in a way stating
the principle of noncontradiction, as many scholars have recognized
since the time of Reinhardt. More precisely, we may say that he is
presenting the law of excluded middle in its strong form, with the
disjunction understood as exclusive (as in Stoic logic), so that the
principle of noncontradiction is immediately entailed: ‘p or not-p,
but not both’. Now the law of noncontradiction was not formulated
explicitly (as far as we know) until Plato’s Republic (4. 436b–437a); and
the excluded middle is Wrst recognized as such by Aristotle (Met. ˆ 7).
But these principles are here on the tip of Parmenides’ tongue, and it
is not very diYcult to imagine that he could have explained them

9 Why does Parmenides add the modal clauses in 2. 3 and 2. 5? I have no deWnite solution,
but the following possibilities are worth considering: (1) By adding Impossibility to the thesis
and Necessity to the antithesis, he intends to restate each one in its strongest form: ‘It is
impossible that not-p’ is both logically and rhetorically equivalent to ‘It is necessary that p’. (2)
By opposing ‘It must not-be’ to ‘It cannot not-be’, Parmenides may wish to leave (apparent)
room in between for the third way, the path of mortals, as the way of possibility or
contingency: ‘Possibly (sometimes, in some respect) it is; possibly (sometimes, in some
respect) it is not’. (3) By giving each thesis this double expression, Parmenides is able to
indicate that it is not the form of negation as such which is objectionable, not even the form
�PŒ 	��Ø (since it appears in the modal version of the true thesis), but only the negation of 	��Ø
in its elementary or ground-level use.When this primary negation occurs, it must be met by a
corresponding negation at the metalevel, by a rejection of the basic negation. So we have
double negations in 2. 3 (�PŒ 	��Ø �c �r�ÆØ) and 6. 2 (�Å
b� 
 �PŒ 	��Ø�), explicit rejections in
7.1 (‘this will never be established, that . . . ’) and 8. 8 (‘it cannot be asserted nor apprehended
that . . . ’).
Note that those three explanations are all mutually compatible, but that it is hardest to Wnd

evidence in the text for (2). For a plausible defense of it, however, see G. E. L. Owen, ‘Eleatic
Questions’, Classical Quarterly 10 (1960), p. 91 with n. 1.
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orally to his disciples. For we have the disjunction even more neatly
put at 8. 16: 	��Ø� j �PŒ 	��Ø�, ‘it is or it is not’. Since it is precisely
this principle of the excluded middle (taken together with non-
contradiction) that underlies the technique of indirect proof or reductio
which is so skillfully employed by Parmenides and his pupil Zeno,
I think that we might defend ourselves against the charge of misinter-
pretation by ‘insinuating the future’, as Richard Robinson called it, if
we claim for Parmenides a conscious use of this principle in his poem.
In fact, I am not sure we can understand Parmenides’ argument at all if
we deny him the use of the laws of excluded middle and noncontra-
diction as fundamental (though not quite formulated) axioms. But for
the moment we must return to the thesis, 	��Ø, and attempt to specify
its sense.
The Wrst point which calls for notice is that this thesis is even simpler

in Greek than in English, since it consists of the single word 	��Ø, ‘is,’
with no subject term corresponding to the ‘it’ which we must provide
in translation. Before we can ask what is the subject of Parmenides’
thesis, we are obliged to ask: Is there a subject here at all?
The answer to this question may be either yes or no, depending upon

what one means by a subject. Certainly Parmenides’ thesis has no
grammatical subject: a Greek sentence (like a Latin, Italian, or Spanish
sentence)may quite normally consist only of a single wordwhen, as here,
that word is a Wnite verb. Compare, in Italian, parlo, ‘I am speaking’,
vengo, ‘I am coming’, canto, ‘I sing’. The more serious question is: Must
such a one-word sentence nevertheless have a logical subject, speciWed by
the context ½½709��j or by the situation of utterance? For example, the Italian
sentences just cited have for their logical subject I; namely, the speaker in
each case (when such sentences are actually used, and not merely
quoted).10 It would seem that some one-word sentences have no logical
subjects; namely, the so-called impersonal verbs, like Greek o�Ø, ‘it is

10 By the logical subject here I mean the person who speaks, and not the word ‘I’ (or in
Italian, ‘io’). What I am calling the logical subject might therefore be more properly
described as the real or extralinguistic subject. As traditionally used, the term ‘logical subject’
is indeed ambiguous: it sometimes serves to designate a linguistic expression, sometimes (as
here) an entity or object. In the present context this ambiguity is harmless: the question
whether 	��Ø has a real (extralinguistic) subject will simply be reformulated as the ques-
tion whether the dummy subject ‘it’ can be replaced by a more signiWcant expression in our
explanatory paraphrase of Parmenides’ thesis.
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raining’, or ��ç�Ø, ‘it is snowing’ (and their equivalents in Latin or
Spanish). Even though in English we are obliged to provide ‘it’ as
grammatical subject in such sentences, it makes little or no sense to ask,
‘What is raining?’. (It is true that the Greeks could ask, or at least answer,
this question: they sometimes said˘�f� o�Ø, ‘Zeus is raining’. Butwemay
perhaps ignore this fact as an oddity of Greek idiom.) However, in most
cases it does make sense to ask what is the logical subject of a sentence
which has no grammatical subject. For example, veni, vidi, vici provides us
with three such sentences. It is perfectly reasonable to ask, ‘Who came?
Who saw? Who conquered?’. And of course we know the answer,
because we think of these sentences as uttered (or written) by Caesar.
In other cases the subject is ‘provided’, as we say, by the preceding
context.
It has been maintained that in the case of Parmenides’ 	��Ø no

subject is to be provided.11 But the verb 	��Ø is not normally used in
Greek as an impersonal in the sense just described. It generally occurs
either with a grammatical subject or with a logical subject easily
identiWed from the context.12 Hence I think it is ½½710��j legitimate to
suppose that Parmenides’ thesis does have a logical subject, and we
have a right to ask what this is. If the poem is as carefully composed as it
seems to be, then the subject should be clear from what precedes. But
what precedes the thesis is the proem. What hints does the proem oVer
concerning the logical subject for 	��Ø?

11 This is notably the view of H. Fränkel. For references and discussion, see L. Tarán,
Parmenides (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1965), 36; Tarán also claims that the
verb is used impersonally here, with no subject understood.

12 This point deserves more discussion than would be appropriate here. Let me say brieXy
that K��� is almost never construed impersonally in its primary or Wrst-order occurrences,
where it Wgures as the only verb in the sentence. Most of the constructions which could be
plausibly described as impersonal are syntactically of a higher order, where K��� functions as a
kind of sentence operator governing another verb form or clause: 	��Ø KºŁ�E�, ‘it is possible
(for someone) to go’; Æƒæ����� K���, ‘Yes one must choose’; 
Bº�� K��Ø ‹�Ø, ‘it is clear
that . . . ’. The interesting exceptions to this generalization are certain rare primary uses of the
verb where the logical subject is vaguely the situation or things (as speciWed by the context);
e.g. Il. 9. 551: ˚�ıæ�����Ø ŒÆŒH� q�, ‘things went badly for the Kouretes’; �s 	��ÆØ, ‘it will
be all right’. Those who claim that Parmenides’ use of the verb is impersonal must have
something like the latter construction in mind. But this use of �r�ÆØ is unintelligible without
the adverbial ‘predicate’, just as the former constructions are impossible without a subordin-
ate verb form. Thus neither provides a proper parallel to the bare 	��Ø of Parmenides.
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The proem tells us that Parmenides’ way is a search for knowledge
which attains its goal. This suggests that the logical subject of the Wrst
way, the way of Truth and Conviction, is precisely the goal of
knowledge, the aim or object of that philosophic desire which is
expressed in the very Wrst line of the poem and which haunts every
verse: the subject of Parmenides’ thesis is the object of knowing, what
is or can be known.13 Of course this is a very incomplete speciWcation
of the subject. One does not learn much science when one learns that
science is about the knowable. But this is all that Parmenides needs to
take for granted in order for his thesis to be understood. The subject is
here speciWed only in a formal or a very general way. The actual
denotation will be clariWed by the predicative content of the thesis
itself.
We must now specify this predicative content. What does 	��Ømean

here? Modern interpreters generally assume that we must choose
between the existential and the copulative use of ‘is’, and since 	��Ø
occurs here without any additional predicate, ½½711��j there is a strong
tendency to suppose that it means ‘exists’. In a recent study, however,
I have argued at some length that there is another absolute use of the
verb 	��Ø in Greek (which I call the veridical), which plays a much
more central role than the idea of existence does in Greek speculation
about Being.14 I cannot repeat the evidence here. I shall simply cite
the facts that 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ in Greek means ‘these things are so’; that the
participle Z� (or K��), ‘what is’, means ‘what is so’, i.e. the truth or
the facts of the case; and that Aristotle lists this use of ‘is’ (meaning ‘is
true’ or ‘is the case that’) as one of the fundamental senses of the verb
which calls for philosophical attention (Met. ˜ 7).
Now if we take 	��Ø here in the veridical sense, the appropriateness

of precisely this assertion in precisely this context is immediately plain.
Parmenides’ thesis ‰� 	��Ø means ‘it is the case’, where it is the subject
(or the object) which we know. Parmenides is making the obvious, but

13 I am arguing this point on the basis of the proem alone, where I think the evidence is
unmistakable. The same conclusion would follow even more directly if one accepts my
rendering of the immediately preceding line as ‘These are the only ways of search there are for
knowing’. See n. 4 above.

14 See ‘The Greek Verb ‘‘to be’’ and the Concept of Being’, in Foundations of Language, 2
(1966), esp. pp. 248–53 (repr. here as Essay 1).
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not entirely trivial, claim that whatever we know, whatever can be
known, is—and must be—determinately so, that it must be actually
the case in reality or in the world. If we restate Parmenides’ claim in
the modern, formal mode, it might run: ‘m knows that p’ entails ‘p’.
This claim would generally be regarded as noncontroversial. It calls for
no argument, and in fact Parmenides oVers none. He merely asserts
that his thesis is true: ‘This is the way of Conviction, for Conviction
follows Truth’ (2. 4).15

For better or worse, however, the ancients were not interested in
doing philosophy in the formal mode. Parmenides oVers a thesis not
about the entailment relation between certain propositions but about
the necessary connection between knowledge (���E�) and its object,
and his claim can be adequately expressed only in ontological terms. In
the material mode, then, the thesis may be rendered as: ‘It (whatever
we can know, or whatever there is to ½½712��be j known) is a deWnite fact, an
actual state of aVairs’. Both the existential and the predicative uses of
‘to be’ are involved here, as partial aspects of the veridical use of 	��Ø or
K�� for the object of knowledge. In analyzing the ontological impli-
cations of this use we must distinguish three aspects or facets: (1) there
must be a denotation, an existing subject which we are talking about or
cognizing (we might compare Wittgenstein’s object); (2) there must be
a predication or saying-something about this subject (compare Witt-
genstein’s sense: a possible situation presented and aYrmed); and (3) the
state of aVairs which we assert must itself be actual or ‘existing’, if the
cognition is true.16 Parmenides himself does not distinguish these three

15 For a similar suggestion that ‘ ‘‘m knows that p’’ entails ‘‘p’’ ’ be regarded as the Law of
Parmenides, on the strength of fr. 2. 7, see J. Hintikka, Knowledge and Belief (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1962), 22 n. 7 (who adds a reference to Gorgias 454d for the
impossibility of ‘false knowledge’). But I do not think it is correct to distinguish ���E� as
a ‘verb of thinking’ from ªØª���Œ�Ø� as a ‘verb of knowing’, as Hintikka suggests. See n. 4.
above.

16 A less elaborate but comparable analysis of �e Z� as the object of knowledge is oVered by
Plato inRepublic 5 (476e). I take it that he has Parmenides’ thesis in mind and is expounding it
accurately when he asserts that (1) whoever knows (ªØª���Œ�Ø) knows something (�Ø) rather
than nothing, and (2) knows something which is (Z�) rather than which is not (�PŒ Z�); ‘for how
could something which is not be known? . . . That which is completely is completely
knowable (ª�ø����); that which is not in any way is unknowable in every way’. Plato thus
remains faithful to Parmenides’ Wrst two paths. From the Eleatic point of view, his onto-
logical heresy is to admit a third way, middle ground between Being and Not-Being, which
is ‘such that it both is and is not’ (477a6).
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notions, but I think that wemust do so if we wish to see clearly what is
involved in his ontological-veridical use of 	��Ø for the object of ���E�,
and thus be in a position to criticize his argument for the impossibility
of plurality and change.
Before proceeding to the argument, let me point out exactly how

I am proposing to revise the standard account of his thesis.

1. Parmenides is concerned with knowledge in the sense in which it
implies Truth, i.e. with true cognition, not with thinking in some
vague psychological sense, nor even with what can be thought in
some pseudological sense of the ‘thinkable’ as what can be
conceived coherently or without contradiction.

2. The ‘it’ which we must take as subject of 	��Ø is tentatively
identiWed as the knowable, the object of cognition.

3. The ‘is’ which Parmenides proclaims is not primarily existential
but veridical: it asserts not only the reality but the determinate
being-so of the knowable object, as the ontological j ½½713��‘content’ or
correlate of true statement. Thus his thesis involves the concept
of existence at two levels:

a. existence for the subject entity, that which is;

b. existence or reality for the fact or situation which characterizes
this entity in a determinate way (in Wittgenstein’s sense of the
Bestehen von Sachverhalten, ‘the existence of states of aVairs’).

4. Hence the ‘it is not’ which he rejects would deny both assertions,
and would claim:

a. that an object for cognition does not exist, that there is no real
entity for us to know, describe, or refer to; and

b. that there is no determinate state of aVairs, no fact given as object
for knowledge and true statement: whatever we might wish to
cognize or describe is simply not the case.

I submit that this interpretation of the thesis Wts the text of fragment
2 like a glove: it is immediately clear that it is (so) is ‘the way of
Conviction (����Ø�)’, of reliable belief, since ‘Conviction follows
Truth’ (i.e. Truth lies on this road, or at the end of it); and that it is
not (so) is ‘a way of no information, a way from which no tidings
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come’,17 in fact not a true way at all (as Parmenides says at 8. 17), ‘for
you cannot know what is not, nor can you point ½½714��it out’.18 j

III. The Argument

Such is the thesis of Parmenides, almost a truism, or, as some would
say, ‘a logical feature of our concept of knowledge’: what we know
and truly say must be, in reality, as we know and say it to be in thought
and in language. By his systematic parallel between knowing, saying, and
Being, Parmenides suggests a correspondence theory of Truth; and in
fact he will go further and identify these three terms. But in the Wrst
instance his thesis is much less demanding. As a premiss for his
argument, 	��Ø claims only that something must be the case in the
world for there to be any knowledge or any truth.
Let us now try to see how Parmenides travels from such a plausible

premiss to such wildly paradoxical conclusions about the impossibility
of plurality and change. And it is worth recalling, with some surprise,
that it is precisely these scandalous conclusions which have been
so demonstrably creative in western science and philosophy. For it
is clear that, however unwilling they were to accept Parmenides’

17 �Æ�Æ��ıŁc� I�Ææ���, literally, perhaps ‘a trail which one cannot locate because one can
get no information as to its whereabouts’. Mourelatos (The Route of Parmenides, ch. 1)
emphasizes the Homeric connotations of the journey on which the traveler is ‘lost beyond
tidings’; but I think the philosophical reference of �Æ�Æ��ıŁ�� here is not to the traveler but
rather to the content of this negative way (i.e. to the way itself ) as an impossible object for
knowledge.

18 The usual translations of �h�� çæ��ÆØ� in 2. 8 (‘nor can you utter it’, Burnet, Raven;
‘nor could you express it’, Tarán) apparently saddle Parmenides with the strange view that it
is impossible to tell a lie or to mention a Wctitious entity—or the even stranger view that it is
impossible to utter the words �PŒ 	��Ø !In fact the Homeric usage of çæ�Ç�Ø� for pointing out a
course, showing the way gives an entirely naturally sense here. (Cf. Herodotus 7. 213, where
Ephialtes ‘made known the path’ (	çæÆ�� �c� I�æÆ���) which led the Persians through the
mountains behind Thermopylae.) One can no more indicate or point out to another the way
of nonentity (the way which is not) than one can be acquainted with it in the Wrst place (�h��
ª���Å�). It is perhaps an intentional irony here that Parmenides introduces this sentence with
a second-order aYrmative use of çæ�Çø: ‘This way, I point out to you, is one . . . which one
cannot point out’. There is a similar irony in the epithet ‘nameless’ (I���ı���) applied to this
path in 8. 17: the goddess refuses to give it a name because of its nonexistence, though of
course she can (and continually does) refer to it in her discourse.
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uncompromising monism, neither Anaxagoras nor Empedocles nor
Democritus, neither Plato nor Aristotle, felt they could reject his
teaching without serious discussion, and not without incorporating
parts of it within their own doctrines. In modern times, Parmenidean
conceptions have continued to play an important role in metaphysics
and science alike. On the one hand, Bradley’s metaphysical monism is
almost consciously Eleatic.19 On the other hand, Meyerson and others
have recognized the principle of causality and the conservation laws of
classical physics as the remote but legitimate oVspring of Parmenides’
unchanging Being. More recently, Popper has suggested that ‘the Weld
theory of Einstein might even be described as a four-dimensional
version of Parmenides’ unchanging three-dimensional ½½715��j universe’.20
How are we to understand the permanent relevance of a doctrine
which, taken literally, might seem to be either madness or sheer
sophistry?
This is a large question. All I can oVer here by way of an answer is

a brief analysis of the central argument of the poem, in order to
suggest the extraordinarily wide scope and concentrated power of his
reasoning.
In the Wrst part of fragment 8 Parmenides claims to show that �e K��

is ungenerated and indestructible; he immediately goes on to assert that
it is without a past or future, and that it is uniform or homogeneous
(›��E��). Furthermore, he proceeds to infer that it is immobile and that
it is unique without further argument, as if these features followed
directly from the denial of generation and destruction. Now, if one
looks closely, Parmenides does not even argue against destruction. He
argues only against the possibility of ª����Ø� or coming-to-be, and
assumes that the symmetrical denial of passing away, as well as the
denial of past and future and the assertion of uniformity and unique-
ness, all follow trivially (as it were) from his argument against coming-
to-be. Either Parmenides’ reasoning is full of inexplicable holes, or he
thinks of his argument against coming-to-be as having a very general

19 ‘His [Bradley’s] dialectic is the dialectic of Parmenides and Zeno rather than the
dialectic of Hegel’ ( J. Passmore, A Hundred Years of Philosophy, 2nd edn (New York, Basic
1966), 59).

20 Conjectures and Refutations, 2nd edn (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1965), 80.
Popper also describes Parmenides as ‘having fathered theoretical physics’ (ibid. 79).
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applicability.21 Is it possible that his argument is strong enough to
support all the conclusions he seems to derive from it? j

½½716�� I suggest that the answer is ‘yes’: that Parmenides’ argument suc-
ceeds in proving all of this if it proves anything at all. In other words,
insofar as Parmenides’ argument is valid as a refutation of coming-to-
be, it is also valid as a refutation of perishing, time, motion, and
heterogeneity or diversity of any kind. Let me explain.
The argument has the form of an indirect proof with an initial

dilemma, or perhaps trilemma. Assuming that what-is has come to
be (or could come to be), Parmenides asks, ‘What birth then will you
seek for it? How and whence was it increased?’; that is, what did it
develop out of ? (8. 6–7). He considers two or, as I think, three
possibilities:

(1) what-is came from what-is-not;
(2) what-is has come to be, but not from anything;
(3) what-is comes to be from what-is, i.e. from something else

which is real.

The Wrst two alternatives are logically equivalent for Parmenides, since
Not-Being for him is nothing, i.e. not anything at all. But he distin-
guishes them rhetorically, and cites distinct reasons for rejecting each
one.

1. It cannot come fromwhat-is-not, because we have already agreed
that what-is-not is unknowable and (in some sense) unsayable:
what is nonexistent, with nothing predicated of it, and nothing

21 The argument to which I refer corresponds to the reasoning in fr. 8. 6–21 and includes
the establishment of the premisses for the subsequent inferences in 8. 22–49, where we have
as direct corollaries of the central argument: (a) the principle of immobility or invariance
(8. 26–30), (b) the identity of cognition and its object (8. 34–9; cf. frs 3 and 6. 1), itself
derivable from (c) the principle of monism, or the uniqueness of what-is (8. 36–7; cf. �sº��
��ı��ª����. . . . ›��F �A�/#� in 8. 4–6). Excluded from my analysis are at least two distinct
arguments: (1) that since what-is is entirely homogeneous, therefore it is indivisible and
continuous (8. 22–25), and (2) that because what-is cannot be incomplete or deWcient,
therefore it is surrounded by a Limit (8. 30–3). In the last 12 verses of the Discourse on
Truth (8. 38–49) it is more diYcult to say how far we have additional inferences, how far
merely an expanded résumé of what has already been proved.
For a defense of the view that Parmenides’ argument involves a denial of time but not

necessarily of space see my review of Tarán’s Parmenides in Gnomon, 40 (1968), 127–32.
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true of it is just nothing at all. Hence generation fromwhat-is-not
means generation ex nihilo. (1) collapses into (2).

2. Generation ex nihilo—with no antecedents—is totally irrational:
‘What need could have stirred it up to grow later rather than sooner,
if it began fromnothing?’.This is essentially the principle of suYcient
reason, invoked here to justify the principle of causality: if something
happens now, but did not happen earlier, theremust be some åæ���,
some requirement or necessity determining this to happen rather
than that, and now rather than some other time. There must be
something to make a diVerence. Nothing cannot be the cause,
because nothing makes no diVerence.

½½717�� j So far the structure of the alternatives considered may be repre-
sented by a simple schema:

0 ! R

where ‘0’ represents Not-Being or nothing, ‘R’ represents Reality or
what-is, and the arrow represents the alleged process of generation. If the
positions of ‘0’ and ‘R’ are reversed, the arrow represents perishing and
the same arguments might be used to prove it impossible. (The argument
against (1) applies without change; the argument against (2) would have
to be reformulated for the case of perishing.) But Parmenides says nothing
of this. Instead he merely emphasizes the rigorous nature of the dichot-
omy between R and 0: ‘Thus it must be altogether or not at all’ (8. 11).
The argument against alternative (3) is extraordinarily compressed,

and I must expand it, for I think it is here that the full generality of his
refutation is suggested. What he says is, ‘Nor will the strength of
conviction ever allow anything besides itself to arise (become) out of
what-is.22 For this reason, ˜�ŒÅ does not relax her fetters and release

22 I accept (with Reinhardt and Tarán) Karsten’s emendation KŒ ��F K����� (ª�ª���ŁÆ� �Ø
�Ææ ÆP��) for KŒ �c K����� in 8. 12. In fact my whole analysis of the argument might be
regarded as a reasoned plea for the necessity of reading ��F for �� in this passage. Without this
correction, the unquestionably Parmenidean argument which I have reconstructed—Par-
menidean in the sense that it relies entirely for its cogency upon the initial dichotomy strictly
conceived—is not actually to be found in the text of the poem!A recent attempt to defend
the traditional text only succeeds in showing how much weaker the argument is according to
that text. (See Charlotte L. Stough, ‘Parmenides’ Way of Truth, B 8. 12–13’, Phronesis, 13
(1968), 91–107.) In addition to the various holes pointed out above, even Parmenides’
refutation of generation now ‘seems to beg the question’ (ibid. 104), since on this reading
there is no shred of a proof to show that what-is cannot be generated from what-is.
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(what-is) for coming-to-be or for perishing, but holds it tight’ (8. 12–
15). Note that Parmenides now includes perishing too in his denial,
but no further argument is oVered. We are merely reminded of the
initial disjunction: ‘The judgment on these matters depends on this:
either it is or it is not. Now it has already been decided, as is necessary,
to abandon the latter as unknowable and nameless, for it is no true way,
but (to judge) that the former is and is true’. The next j ½½718��verses state,
rather than argue, that it was and it is going to be are both incompatible
with it is (8. 19–20). And, as I mentioned earlier, the attributes of
immobility, uniformity, and uniqueness are now assumed, as if they
somehow followed from the argument against coming-to-be.
What is happening here? I suggest that the key to the reasoning lies

in the phrase ‘nothing else can come-to-be besides being’, over and
above what is (8. 12–13). On the third hypothesis, what-is serves as the
starting point or antecedent for the process of becoming. But then the
result of this process must be something else, something which was not
there at the beginning: otherwise, nothing has become. The conclusion,
which Parmenides omits but which he indicates by his reminder of the
initial dichotomy, is that if the result is distinct from the starting point,
but the starting point is what-is (by hypothesis), then the result would
be what-is-not. Consider the following schema:

R1 ! R2

This is the schema for coming-to-be out of Reality or what-is, but it is
also the schema for any change whatsoever. If R1 is what-is, then R2must
be either (1) the same, or (2) diVerent. Now if it is the same, no change
has occurred. But if it is diVerent, then R2 is what-is-not, and that is
impossible, as was decided in the original dichotomy. In other words,
our schema for change now collapses into R ! 0 (which is the
schema for perishing); and, since the second term is inadmissible, it
follows that coming-to-be, perishing, and change in general are im-
possible. QED
The argument can easily be applied to temporal distinctions. Assume

that the arrow is the arrow of time. If R1 is what-is, then R2, to
be diVerent, must be what-is-not. (We get the schema R ! 0 once
more.) Hence the future is nonexistent. But suppose now that R2 is
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what-is. Then R1, to be diVerent, must be what-is-not. The schema is
0 ! R. Hence the past is equally nonexistent and impossible. For the
proofs of diversity and uniqueness, we simply reinterpret the arrow each
time to mean ‘is unlike’ (in the proof of uniformity) and ‘is not identical
with’ (in the proof of uniqueness). It is all absurdly simple: the rigor of the
initial dichotomy, with the rejection of it is not as unintelligible, excludes
all schemata except ‘R ¼ R’. Being is j ½½719��self-identical, hence unique and
immutable. ‘It lies by itself (¼alone), remaining (itself ) the same in the
same (condition).’23 The principle of Monism and the principle of
Invariance are, for Parmenides, merely diVerent expressions of the iden-
tity of the real with itself.
What is wrong with this argument? Clearly we must be prepared

either to criticize the argument or to accept its radical conclusions. But
the familiar charge that Parmenides confused the existential and predica-
tive senses of ‘to be’ is too superWcial to touch the argument as I have
reconstructed it. Even Aristotle’s more astute criticism, that Parmenides
takes being as univocal whereas it is in fact a term ‘said in many ways’
(Physics 1. 3), does not touch the heart of the argument. Perhaps the most
pointed objection to Parmenides is that he fails to distinguish between
being-diVerent-from-what-is (being diVerent from something that exists, or
from something that is the case) and being-what-is-not, in the sense of
being nothing at all. By failing to make this distinction, Parmenides in
eVect begs the question in favor of Monism and Invariance: there cannot
be two distinct entities or two situations that actually obtain, since if the
second is to be diVerent from the Wrst then one of the two must be null
and void. Now to draw the necessary distinction between ‘not being X’,
in the sense of being diVerent from X, and ‘not-being’ tout court—to
distinguish negation as diVerence from negation as nonentity—was
precisely the task of Plato in the Sophist. It was no easy matter in
Greek, where the involvement of the existential and predicative values
of the verb in the veridical usage of �r�ÆØ (and the absence in classical
Greek of any distinct verb meaning ‘to exist’) led to easy confusion
between negation, falsehood, and nonentity. Parmenides’ argument
seems to turn upon the illicit and unspoken assumption that being-the-
case—the veridical 	��Ø understood objectively as an existing object

23 8. 29 �ÆP��� � K� �Æı�fiH �� ����� ŒÆŁ �Æı�� �� Œ�E�ÆØ.
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characterized by an actual state of aVairs—speciWes a deWnite kind of
Being, and even a particular entity, so that whatever is diVerent from
what-is-the-case cannot be another fact or another thing, but j ½½720��must be
not-the-case, i.e. must be false and/or nonexistent. Hence there cannot be
two facts or two things. Either it is or it is not: that is the whole story.

IV. Conclusion

The critic who refuses Parmenides’ radical monism will claim that his
argument is valid but unsound, since it relies upon an unacceptable
premiss. But this is the general form for criticism of any rigorous and
uniWed metaphysical position. We must recognize the fact that, by his
reasoning in the Discourse on Truth, Parmenides brought into being
western philosophy in the technical sense, as the sustained argument for
a general thesis involving a lucid analysis of the concepts underlying
rational thought on topics such as truth, cognition, contradiction,
totality, homogeneity, continuity, and symmetry. If philosophy as
rational cosmology begins with the Milesians, philosophical argument
and conceptual analysis begins with Parmenides. And Parmenides is
more than a precursor. By the very starkness and simplicity with which
he announced the principles of Monism and Invariance in the archaic
hexameters of his poem, he opened up a rational intuition of immense
scope and power, within which most of the central principles of Greek
science and ontology are contained in concentrated and compressed
form, like the Japanese Xowers which unfold from tiny capsules
dropped into water. The history of western science and metaphysics
might be written as the sequence of alternative restrictions and special
applications of the principles which Parmenides himself applied uni-
versally in unrestricted form. This may be seen in the two most striking
ancient examples of a revised Eleatic doctrine, in Plato’s ontology of
unique and immutable Forms and in the atomistic reduction of the real
to solid bodies, internally invariant and forever indestructible, but
subject to a change of external relations in empty space. The general
form for a pluralist revision of Eleatic ontology, applicable to the major
physical theories of the Wfth century bc but not only to them, is well
expressed in the aphorism of a twentieth-century philosopher: ‘Objects
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are what is unalterable and subsistent; their conWguration ½½721��j is what is
changing and unstable’.24 Parmenides himself pointed the way to a
physical application of his doctrine along these lines in the section on
Mortal Opinion, where a minimum pluralism of two elemental forms
serves to generate the phenomenal world by their mixture and inter-
action.
I would like to close by emphasizing one aspect of Parmenides’

monism which is often overlooked or denied in the standard com-
mentaries but which had an important development in ancient and
medieval philosophy and signiWcant parallels in modern monism since
Spinoza and Hegel. This is the identiWcation of Mind and Being; that
is, of cognition with its object.

�e ªaæ ÆP�e ���E� K���� �� ŒÆd �r�ÆØ

For knowing and being are the same (fr. 3)

�ÆP�e� 
 K��d ���E� �� ŒÆd �o��Œ�� 	��Ø ��Å�Æ

Knowing and the goal [or aim or motive] of knowledge are the same

(8. 34)

It would be tedious to defend this obvious rendering of the lines
against othermore recherché interpretations which have enjoyed greater
favor in the modern literature on Parmenides. I simply point out that the
identiWcation of cognition (or thought) with its object is reformulated
within the context of the doctrine on Opinion,25 and that, within the
section on Truth, the same identiWcation is repeated, and extended to
include language, in ½½722��j another enigmatic verse where the usual transla-
tions are almost wholly devoid of grammatical plausibility:

24 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. C. K. Ogden (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1922), 2. 0271. The formula also Wts Plato’s doctrine of Forms, if for ‘conWgura-
tion’ one reads ‘sensible reXection or imitation’.

25 Fr. 16. 2–4 �e ªaæ ÆP��/	��Ø� ‹��æ çæ����Ø, ��º�ø� ç��Ø� I�Łæ���Ø�Ø�/ŒÆd �A�Ø� ŒÆd
�Æ���. The interpretation of these verses is diYcult. I understand them roughly as follows:
‘For the thought of men (���� as antecedent from the preceding clause) is the same as what it
thinks, i.e. as the nature of the members in men, in everyone [or everything] and in all [or in
the All]’. Here cognition, sensation, or thought (����, çæ����Ø�) does not entail truth, since
we are in the realm of opinion; but such cognition is still identical with its object: in this case,
with the mixture of the two elemental forms in man and in the universe. (Note that it makes
no diVerence whether one takes ç��Ø� as subject or object of çæ����Ø, in apposition to ���� or
to ‹��æ, since what the sentence asserts is precisely the identity of the two terms. The
ambiguous syntax of ç��Ø� is a typically Parmenidean device for expressing this identity.)
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åæc �e º�ª�Ø� �� ���E� � Ke� 	����ÆØ

Cognition and statement must be what-is (i.e. must be true and real).26

Assuming that this is what he meant, why should Parmenides identify
cognition with its object, true statement with what it states? The
answer is, I think, a simple one: either it is or it is not. Either
knowledge and true speech are Being or they are nothing at all. The
disjunction is exclusive: there is no middle ground and no gradations.
Now it seems obvious that Parmenides would not want to identify
knowledge and truth with nonentity (which would be the only alter-
native). The fact that K�� in Greek means ‘truth’ as well as ‘Being’
makes it all the more natural for him to insist that true statement and
cognition cannot be nothing. It is falsehood and error which belong
with �e �c K��, ‘what is not (so)’. This connection is particularly
plausible in Greek, but certainly not restricted to that language. Con-
sider Descartes, who writes: ‘It is clear that everything which is true is
something’ (patet enim illud omne quod verum est esse aliquid ).27 As for false
ideas, says Descartes, they derive from j ½½723��nonentity: ‘Je les tenais du
néant’.28 The immediate ontological framework of these remarks in
Descartes is scholastic and Augustinian, but its foundations are Greek,
and ultimately Parmenidean.
I said earlier that Parmenides’ parallel between saying, knowing, and

being suggests a correspondence theory of truth, but that in fact he

26 The most natural syntax (reXected in my translation) is to take the articular inWnitives �e
º�ª�Ø� �� ���E� �� as subject of the inWnitival clause with 	����ÆØ, and to take K�� as predicate
(so Karsten, Heidel, Verdenius, and originally Diels). This involves giving to º�ª�Ø� the
pregnant sense of ‘true statement’ (as in the case of ç��ŁÆØ and çÆ��� in 8. 8). Essentially the
same meaning results from taking K�� as object of the articular inWnitives: ‘Knowing and
asserting what-is must be [real]’ (so Fränkel). Here the sense is excellent but the syntax more
diYcult. It is perhaps just barely possible to construe Ke� 	����ÆØ as a noun clause, object of
the Wrst two inWnitives: ‘It is necessary to say and to know that what-is is’ (so roughly Diels
and Kranz); but here the syntax is very harsh and the sense weak. I think it is certainly
impossible to construe the Wrst two inWnitives as potential with K��: ‘It needs must be that what
can be spoken and thought is’ (with Burnet and many others). As far as I can see, there is no such
construction with the participle K�� in Greek. Hence I can Wnd no evidence in 6. 1 to support
the standard interpretation of Parmenides’ thesis as ‘whatever can be thought can [or does? or
must?] exist’. But this interpretation is in any case incompatible with the normal meaning of
���E� in early Greek (see above, n. 4, and further discussion below).

27 Meditations 5, ed. C. Adam and P. Tannery (Paris: Vrin, 1983), vii. 65.
28 Discourse on Method IV, ed. C. Adam and P. Tannery (Paris: Vrin, 1983), vi. 34.
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identiWes these three terms. A real distinction between knowledge and
its object, or between language and the world, is excluded by his rigid
dichotomy. Such a distinction is all the more alien to his philosophy
insofar as the logical laws (excluded middle, noncontradiction, iden-
tity) which he has discovered in thought and in language are under-
stood by him as constituting the very structure of the real. For some
philosophers this relationship between logic and ontology could be
described in terms of isomorphism or homomorphism, as a common
structure shared by language and the world, a common form for
cognition and its object, whether imposed by the knower on the
known, or conversely, or somehow pre-established separately for
each. But for Parmenides this isomorphism can only be conceived as
identity.
Both the philosophic signiWcance of Parmenides’ identiWcation and

its historical importance will be clearer if we bear in mind the similar
doctrine of Aristotle, who insists that ‘knowledge (K�Ø����Å) in act is
identical with the thing known’ (De Anima 431a1). In its second
formulation, this principle is even more explicitly Parmenidean: The
faculty of intellect (��F�) in act is the things which it apprehends.29 As
in the case of Parmenides, this noetic identiWcation has a counterpart at
the phenomenal level: the sensory faculty in act is identical with the
sensible forms it receives.30 It seems clear that this Aristotelian doctrine
is not a form of idealism as normally understood, but something more
like neutral monism. The nature of this identiWcation is certainly
obscure, and would call for much further discussion. It is worth noting,
however, that both in Parmenides and in Aristotle the identity is
characterized by a curious asymmetry: it is always ��F� or ���E�
which is identiWed with—or reduced to—its object, never conversely.
Parmenides never says that Being is thinking (or j ½½724��being-thought);
Aristotle does not say that the intelligible objects are themselves
intelligent (except in the special case of the First Mover, where the
identity does seem to be symmetrical). This general asymmetry reXects
the extent to which such monism remains ‘realistic’: knowing is

29 De Anima 431b17; cf. 430a3; 417b23–4., 431b21 V., etc.
30 De Anima 425b26–426a26, 431b23 V.; cf. 424a17–24.
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founded in Being; science and logic rest upon ontology; the mind does
not impose its forms but receives them from the object it knows.
It is through its Aristotelian reformulation that the Parmenidean

identiWcation of knowing and Being has exerted its historical inXu-
ence. This identiWcation is Wrmly established in Neoplatonism, where
the Platonic Forms themselves lose their independent status and are
ultimately indistinguishable from ��F�, the noetic principle which
guarantees their unity. A curious destiny this, for the Parmenidean
identiWcation—to have imposed itself on Aristotle and Plotinus (des-
pite the divergence from Plato’s own view), and yet to have remained
unrecognized in much of the standard modern scholarship on Par-
menides!

166 charles h. kahn



7

Being in Parmenides and Plato

Despite the silence of Aristotle, there can be little doubt of the
importance of Parmenides as an inXuence on Plato’s thought. If it
was the encounter with Socrates that made Plato a philosopher, it was
the poem of Parmenides that made him a metaphysician. In the Wrst
place it was Parmenides’ distinction between Being and Becoming that
provided Plato with the ontological basis for his theory of Forms.
When he decided to submit this theory to searching criticism, he
chose as critic no other than Parmenides himself. And when the time
came for Socrates to be replaced as principal speaker in the dialogues,
Plato introduced as his new spokesman a visitor from Elea. Even in
the Timaeus, where the chief speaker is neither Socrates nor the Eleatic
Stranger, the exposition takes as its starting point the Parmenidean
dichotomy.1 From the Symposium and Phaedo to the Sophist and
Timaeus, the language of Platonic metaphysics is largely the language
of Parmenides.
One imagines that Plato had studied the poem of Parmenides with

considerable care. He had the advantage of a complete text, an imme-
diate knowledge of the language, and perhaps even an Eleatic tradition
of oral commentary. So he was in a better position than we are to
understand what Parmenides had in mind. Since Plato has given us a
much fuller and more explicit statement of his own conception of
Being, this conception, if used with care, may help us interpret the
more lapidary and puzzling utterances of Parmenides himself. j

½½238��Recent attempts to specify with precision the philosophical content
of Parmenides’ notion of Being can be divided into two groups, one of

1 Timaeus 27d5: ‘The Wrst distinction to be made is this: what is the Being that is forever
and has no becoming, and what is that which is always becoming but never being?’.



which takes the existential and the other the predicative function of to
be as fundamental. The most powerful advocate for the Wrst view was
G. E. L. Owen, and he has been followed by a number of recent
authors.2 On the other side, Alexander Mourelatos has presented a
full-scale interpretation of Parmenides along predicative lines;3 and my
own exegesis of K��� as veridical belongs in the same camp.4 My aim
here will be to defend a veridical-predicative interpretation, j ½½239��and to
give my own view a more adequate formulation. In the concluding
section of the paper I will argue that Plato’s use of to be in Parmenidean
statements of his own ontology generally follows the same veridical-
predicative pattern and thus tends to conWrm this view as an interpret-
ation of Parmenides.
First, however, a word about what is at stake. It would be naive to

assume that we could identify Parmenides’ meaning for K��� with one

2 Owen’s view was Wrst presented in ‘Eleatic Questions’, Classical Quarterly, 10 (1960),
84–102, further developed in ‘Plato and Parmenides on the Timeless Present’, Monist, 50/3
(1966), 317–40. These are reprinted as the Wrst two essays in G. E. L. Owen, Logic, Science, and
Dialectic: Collected Papers in Greek Philosophy ed. Nussbaum (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1986). Recent followers include Michael Stokes,One and Many in Presocratic Philosophy
(Washington, DC: Center for Hellemic Studies/Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1971), 131–2; Jonathan Barnes, The Presocratic Philosophers (London/Boston:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979), i. 160–1; David Gallop, ‘ ‘‘Is’’ or ‘‘is not’’?’, Monist, 62,
(1979), 61–80, and the same author in Parmenides of Elea: Fragments (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1984), 7–9; Alfonso Gomez-Lobo, Parménides (Buenos Aires: Charens, 1985),
71. Leonardo Tarán also takes K��� as ‘exists’ (Parmenides (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1965), 32, 36–8). For a subtle variant on the existential interpretation see
E. Tugendhat, ‘Das Sein und das Nichts’, in Durchblicke: Martin Heidegger zum 80. Geburtstag,
ed. V. Klostermann (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1970), 138 V.

3 A. P. D. Mourelatos, The Route of Parmenides (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University
Press, 1970), ch. 2. The most important precedent for the predicative view is the interpret-
ation of K��� as the ‘being of judgment: the is of aYrmation’, in G. Calogero, Studi
sull’Eleatismo (Rome: Tipografia del Senato, 1932), 6.

4 I did not see this clearly when I defended the veridical interpretation in ‘The Thesis of
Parmenides’ (repr. as Ch. 6 above) and ‘More on Parmenides’, in Review of Metaphysics, 22/4,
(1969), 700–24, and 23/2, (1969), 333–40. In The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greek (Dordrecht:
Reidel, 1973 repr. Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 2003) I tried to uncover the deeper links
between the veridical use and the copula functions of K���. (See esp. pp. 407–8; cf. 186–7,
190, 226, 355–60). In syntactic terms we may see the absolute construction of veridical K��� as
the limiting case of what Owen called the elliptical copula: the need for an implied predicate
has simply dropped out of sight. A veridical interpretation of K��� is also given by J. Jantzen,
‘Parmenides zum Verhältnis von Sprache und Wirklichkeit’, Zetemata 63 (1976), 112–18.
And see now P. Aubenque, ‘Syntaxe et sémantique de l’être dans le poème de Parménide’, in
Aubenque (ed.), Études sur Parménide, ii (Paris: Vrin, 1987).
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or another of the various uses of the verb in ordinary, nonphilosophical
Greek. Parmenides developed a philosophical conception of Being for
the Wrst time. Before he wrote, there was no such thing as ontology, no
theoretical account of what is. So this conception must ultimately be
understood in its own terms, as a metaphysical innovation; it cannot
be reduced to one or more values of the verb to be in Homer or
Herodotus. At the same time, what Parmenides started from was the
pretechnical usage of to be; and in order to comprehend his innovation
the only tools at our disposal are, on the one hand, the ordinary uses of
to be in Greek, and, on the other hand, the conceptions of modern
grammar and logic by means of which these uses are to be analyzed.
The question before us is: Which set (or sets) of ancient uses, described
by which set of modern terms, provides the best conceptual net for
capturing the thought of Parmenides and the logic of his argument,
within the context of his own age? Thus we have to make a double
choice and satisfy two kinds of criteria. Wemust select both the ancient
uses and the modern descriptions which are to serve as instruments of
clariWcation. And our goal is not only to make sense of Parmenides as a
thinker of the early Wfth century bc but also to understand the power of
his argument from a more general philosophical point of view.
I shall argue that, although the reading of K��� as ‘exists’ provides

Parmenides with an argument that is philosophically interesting ½½240��j from
a contemporary perspective, since it resonates with some inXuential
twentieth-century puzzles about existence,5 this sense for K��� is
linguistically implausible for Parmenides’ time and unsatisfactory
both for the interpretation of the poem and for the understanding of
Parmenides’ impact on Plato. But I should make clear that my objec-
tion holds only against the view that ‘exists’ provides the best transla-
tion or the most adequate analysis of Parmenides’ verb. If the
existential view is modiWed to claim only that an assertion of existence
for the subject is included in the content of Parmenides’ K���, this
claim becomes compatible with my own interpretation of K��� as

5 See e.g. Owen, ‘Plato and Parmenides’, p. 321: ‘denials of existence . . . are either self-
refuting if they have a genuine subject or senseless if they have not’. Compare Gallop,
Parmenides of Elea, p. 9. Barnes (The Presocratic Philosophers, i. 170–8) pursues an analogy with
Berkeley.
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veridical-predicative. For neither does the veridical rendering ‘it is so’
or ‘it is the case’ pretend to oVer an adequate account of K��� in the
poem. I maintain only that an interpretation along veridical lines is the
best device for locating the initial, pretechnical use of K��� that serves
as Parmenides’ point of departure in the proem and in fragment 2. For
a full account of K���,6 which might Wgure in a rational reconstruction
of the argument as a whole, we must go deeper.

I

Our fuller account begins with a distinction between three levels of
analysis. These are (1) the veridical as a lexical value of the Greek verb,
rendered by the translations ‘it is true’, ‘it is so’, etc.; (2) the surface
syntax of the verb in the veridical construction: ‘things are (in fact) as
you say or think (that they are)’ often abbreviated to ‘these things are’
(	��Ø �ÆF�Æ) or ‘(they) are so’ (	��Ø �o�ø);7 and (3) the deep structure
of the veridical, what is logically implied by this use of the verb. In
surface syntax the veridical uses are normally absolute, ½½241��j as in typical
cases of the existential; i.e. the verb is not construed with a predicate
word or phrase. But in the deep structure there is naturally, even
necessarily, a predicative element. For something to be the case, for
there to be a fact of the matter, what we are talking about must be in
some deWnite condition: there must be something which holds or some-
thing which is true of the subject. But of course there must also be a
subject of which this holds.8 So whether a veridical use includes a
grammatical subject (as in 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ) or none (as in 	��Ø �o�ø), it will

6 A word on the accent of K���. Since this verb form is normally enclitic, and orthotone
only in initial or quasi-initial position, there is no reason to accent it 	��Ø unless it is quoted in
a sentence context where the verb occurs in the relevant position. The ancient practice and
its modern deformations are discussed in my The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greek, pp. 420–2. The
ancient rule is now followed in A. H. Coxon’s edition, The Fragments of Parmenides (Doven,
NH: Van Gorcum, 1986).

7 See The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 334–7.
8 I am assuming that basic sentences in Indo-European (if not in all languages) are logically

of subject–predicate form: there is something one is talking about, and something which is
said about this subject. Impersonal verbs (such as o�Ø, ‘It is raining’) are an apparent exception,
since there is no grammatical subject (though Greek will often provide one: ˘�f� o�Ø, or in
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in either case directly imply both an assertion of existence (‘there is
something which is so-and-so’) and also a predicative use of the verb
(‘something is so-and-so’). j

½½242�� The central point of controversy can be located in the question
whether the very Wrst occurrence of K��� in B 2, for the true road of
inquiry, is to be construed as existential or as veridical-predicative.
And, Wrst of all, what are we talking about? In reference to what is the
assertion K��� to be understood? G. E. L. Owen proposed as subject
‘what can be thought or spoken of ’, ‘what can be talked or thought
about; for the proof of its existence is that, if it did not exist, it could
not be talked or thought about’.9 Against this I propose that the subject
in question is the object of Parmenides’ quest, the goal to which the
‘roads of inquiry’ are supposed to lead, in other words the Truth
conceived as object or content of the knowledge the goddess has
promised to reveal (B 1. 29).10 The initial postulate, the assumption
which makes truth and knowledge possible and Parmenides’ quest
capable of success, is that ‘it (something, whatever we are going to
Wnd out about) is the case’, ‘it really is in some deWnite way’, ‘it truly is
something-or-other’. The claim is simply one of reality for an object of
knowledge and discourse. What this reality consists in remains to be
speciWed.
I shall not reargue the case here for an initial deWnition of the subject

in terms of the quest for knowledge rather than as Owen’s possible
subject for thought and speech. I submit that my deWnition emerges

modern Greek �æ�å�Ø › ¨���). Logically speaking, however, what we are talking about in
such a sentence is the weather, or, more vaguely, what is going on out there. The predicate
element, what is said about this subject, consists of the speciWc content and truth claim
provided by the verb. For the connections between subject–predicate structure in surface
syntax and the deeper functional distinction between referring and predicating see The Verb
‘Be’, ch. 2, esp. pp. 51–3.

9 ‘Eleatic Questions’, pp. 94–5. Similarly David Gallop: ‘what is there to speak and think
of ’; ‘thought and speech must have an object’ (‘ ‘‘Is’’ or ‘‘Is Not’’ ’, pp. 68–9).

10 For detailed argument in support of this view see The Thesis of Parmenides, pp. 702–10.
(Ch. 6 above). Similarly Barnes, The Presocratic Philosophers, i. 163. ‘the implicit object of
dizēsios is the implicit subject of esti’. Note that this does not exclude the possibility, even the
certainty, that the goal of Parmenides’ inquiry is in some sense the nature of things, what his
predecessors also sought to investigate: his 
�ÇÅ�Ø� is continuous with their ƒ���æ�Æ. But the
outcome is so diVerent that he prefers to leave the object of his new knowledge unspeciWed,
except by his new formula, namely what is, what is really there.
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naturally from the entire proem and from the context of B 2, whereas
Owen’s deWnition, cunning as it is, comes out of nowhere.Or, rather, it
comes from nowhere in the immediate or preceding context; it has to
be read back into B 2 from the interpretation of later fragments, and
from dubious interpretation at best.11 But rejecting j ½½243��Owen’s deWnition
of the subject does not entail rejection of the existential reading for K���
(as Barnes has shown). Parmenides in B 2. 3 can be read as saying: the
object of knowledge exists and it is impossible for it not to exist, ‘for
you cannot know or point out what does not exist’ (�� ª� �c K�� B 2. 7).
My objections to this reading are of two kinds, both linguistic-

historical and philosophical. To take the philosophical objection Wrst:
it is simply false to say that you cannot think or talk about (point out in
speech, çæ�Ç�Ø�) what does not exist. And the falseness of this would be
obvious to any Greek who reXected for a moment on the profusion of
monsters and fantastic creatures in traditional poetry and myth, from
Pegasus to the children of Gaia with a hundred arms and Wfty heads
apiece (Hesiod, Theogony 150). Neither Parmenides nor his followers
would imagine for a moment that Hesiod’s description (and some
hearers’ naive belief ) might suYce to usher such items into exist-
ence.12 Even if we prefer to take ���E� in its stronger reading as a
verb of achievement, ‘to know’ or ‘to understand’ and not merely ‘to
think’ or ‘conceive of ’, we can still insist that such nonentities are
subjects of knowledge after all: one can know of them that they do not
exist, that they are described by Hesiod, etc. It is surprising to see that
the charms of the existential reading are so great that recent commen-
tators are willing to saddle Parmenides with a grossly fallacious starting

11 Namely, the modal reading of B 3 (‘it is the same thing that can be thought and that can
be’) and the parallel reading of �e º�ª�Ø� �� ���E� � K�� in B 6. 1 as ‘what can be spoken and
thought’. (I ignore here the issue whether ���E� should be rendered ‘thinking’ or ‘cogniz-
ing’.) For B 3 this is certainly not the most obvious reading, even if it has become the most
familiar, by force of repetition. For B 6. 1 the reading in question is, from the linguistic point
of view, the least plausible of the 5 or 6 construals that have been proposed for this baZing
verse. (For discussion of this verse, see the Appendix to this Essay.) As Tugendhat has pointed
out in reference to B 3, it is a mistake to base an interpretation on sentences whose
construction is seriously disputed (see ‘Das Sein und das Nichts’, p. 140).

12 Compare Gorgias’ explicit discussion of this point: Scylla and Chimaira are �c Z��Æ
(nonentities) which nevertheless can be, and in fact are, objects of thought (çæ���E�ÆØ) in DK
82 B. 3, 80.
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point, even when their aim is to give him ‘a metaphysical outlook
which is intelligible, coherent, and peculiarly plausible’.13 The exist-
ential reading of K��� gives him a starting point j ½½244��that is very diYcult
(though perhaps not strictly impossible) to defend.14 The veridical
reading, by contrast, guarantees that his initial claim will be both
philosophically impeccable and close to common sense. Knowledge
implies truth, and truth is ‘telling it like it is’. Both truth and know-
ledge necessarily refer to some reality, some objective fact of the
matter, some ‘thing that is’ (K��).15

Aside from these philosophical considerations, there are strong
historical grounds for doubting the narrow existential reading of
K���. First of all, questions of existence never play the central role in
ancient philosophy that they have occupied in modern thought since
Descartes. Important studies by Vlastos and Owen have warned us
against taking the ontological concerns of Plato and Aristotle to be
focussed on question of existence.16 Owen in particular has empha-
sized again and again that �r�ÆØ in Plato’s Sophist or Aristotle’s
Metaphysics rarely means ‘to exist’ simpliciter; it normally means to be
this or that, to be something deWnite; so that an apparently absolute use
of the verb should frequently be read as an elliptical copula. It seems
ironic that the inXuence of Owen’s earlier ‘Eleatic Questions’ has

13 Barnes, Presocratic Philosophers, i. 161. Barnes acknowledges that (on his reading of is as
‘exists’) Parmenides’ metaphysics ‘is based upon a falsehood and defended by a specious
argument’ (i. 172). There are certainly problems with the argument, as we shall see. But I am
not convinced that Parmenides needs to worry about the modal fallacy Owen and Barnes
ascribe to him. The appearance of fallacy is largely generated by the unnecessary modal
reading of B 3 and B 6. 1. In B 2 the modals are best interpreted as necessitas consequentiae: if
something is to be investigated, cognized, and understood, it must be the case or be real.

14 For a partial defense see Montgomery Furth’s reading of is as existential in ‘Elements of
Eleatic Ontology’, in A. P. D. Mourelatos (ed.), The Pre-Socratics, (Gorden City, NY:
Anchor, 1974), 249–58.

15 This is the objective correlative to the claim in the formal mode that ‘M knows that p
entails p’. J. Hintikka long ago correctly described this as ‘Parmenides’ law’. See hisKnowledge
and Belief (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1962), 22 n. 7.

16 G. Vlastos, ‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’ (1965), repr. in Platonic Studies (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1973), esp. pp. 65–6; G. E. L. Owen, ‘Plato on Not-Being’, in G.
Vlastos (ed.), Plato I, (1970), 223–67 (repr. in Logic, Science, and Dialectic, pp. 104–36). In
‘Aristotle on the Snares of Ontology’ (in R. Bambrough (ed.),New Essay on Plato and Aristotle
(New York: Humanities, 1965)) Owen still spoke in terms of existence but emphasized that,
for Aristotle also, ‘to be is always to be something or other’ (New Essays, p. 76¼ Logic, Science,
and Dialectic, p. 264).

being in parmenides and plato 173



j served½½245�� to postpone the application of this insight to the interpretation
of Parmenides, where the anachronistic assumption still prevails that
existence as such is thematized in Greek thought.
The linguistic record also makes it unlikely that an unadorned K���

in a poem of the early Wfth century should be read as ‘exists’. There are
of course existential uses of the verb in all periods of the language,
beginning with Homer. But in the older texts these uses fall into
certain well-deWned groups, which do not include purely existential
claims of the form �N�d Ł��� ‘There are gods’ or �PŒ 	��Ø ˘���, ‘There
is no Zeus’. The oldest examples of sentences of this purely existential
type come from the middle and late Wfth century, and they are
speciWcally concerned with the existence of the gods.17 The typical
existential use in earlier texts serves to introduce (or sometimes to
deny) a subject for further predication: 	��Ø ��ºØ� ¯ç�æÅ . . . ‘there is a
city Ephyre, in a corner of Argos’; �F� 
 �PŒ 	�Ł ‹� �Ø� Ł��Æ��� ç�ªfi Å
‘now there is no one who will escape death’.18 In such uses the
existential value of the verb is of course clear, and it is only a question
of time until it emerges as an independent sentence form. But in the
earliest texts that form occurs only when the subject is a person and
the sense of the verb is not simply ‘exists’ but (roughly) ‘is alive’.19 The
best-known expression of this type is for the gods: Ł��d ÆNb� K����� ‘the
gods who are forever’. The pure existential sentence can be seen as an
extension of this type to nonpersonal subjects.20 Thus in Heraclitus B
30 we have (Œ�����) q� I�d ŒÆd 	��Ø� ŒÆd 	��ÆØ �Fæ I��Çø��, where
the syntax of the verb is overdetermined: ‘it ever was and is and will
be: everliving Wre’ (construing the verbs Wrst j ½½246��as existential, then as
copula). By Parmenides’ time a pure existential use is certainly
possible; there may be at least one case in the extant fragments of

17 See The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greek, ch. 6, and esp. pp. 300–6. The only wholly
independent syntax for existential K���/þ� in the earlier texts is the vital use for persons
(existential Type I, ibid. 240–5).

18 The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 245 V. and 277 V. The two examples illustrate existential Types II
and IV, respectively.

19 See the reference to Type I in n. 17.
20 Pherecydes B 1 is an intermediate case, hesitating between the vital and the pure

existential: &æ���� q�Æ� I�d ŒÆd &Ł���Å. In Heraclitus the only other possible instance of a
pure existential seems to be �N �ÆF�Æ �c q� in B 23, where however the construal is uncertain
and the wording may belong to Clement.
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his poem.21 But this sentence type remains marginal, as we can see from
the prose fragments of Parmenides’ followers, Zeno and Melissus.
A typical example is Zeno B 1, which begins with what seems to be a
pure existential: �N 
� K��Ø� ‘if these things exist (namely, a plurality)’.
But when the same thesis is resumed two sentences later, the syntax is
more ambiguous: �o�ø� �N ��ºº� K��Ø�, which can be read as either ‘if
many things exist’ or copulatively as ‘if things are many’. (It is actually
the predicate syntax that is favored by what follows: ‘necessarily, they
must be both small and large’). A similar ambiguity pervades the usage
of the verb in the fragments ofMelissus, where in B 1 �N ����ı� �Å
b� q�

can be construed either as ‘if nothing existed’ or ‘if it was nothing’.
(Here again the predicative construal seems more plausible, in view of
�æd� ª����ŁÆØ �r �ÆØ �Å
�� in the preceding clause: ‘necessarily, before it
came to be it was nothing’). In other fragments, such as Melissus B 8,
the use of �r�ÆØ oscillates between existential, copulative, and veridical
constructions.22 The syntax tends to be clearer in Plato, but his usage of
the verb is equally variable. Some absolute uses of K��� serve as pure
existential, others as veridical.23 Many assertions of existence take
existential-locative form.24 When Plato wants emphatically and
unmistakably to assert the existence of an item, he resorts not to an
existential but to a copula use of to be and says that the thing in question
is something (�Ø �r�ÆØ) rather than nothing (�Å
b� �r�ÆØ).25

Thus the linguistic evidence indicates that the use of K��� as syntac-
tically independent verb with the sense ‘exists’ (simpliciter) is a j ½½247��rather
late and unstable development in Greek, one that is fully established
only in connection with the existence of the gods and the creatures of
myth. By contrast, the absolute use of the verb with veridical force is
already standard in Homer, as in the Ionic prose of Herodotus.26 It is,

21 Parmenides B 6. 2 �Å
b� 
 �PŒ 	��Ø�, ‘There is no such thing as nothing’ on my
reading; but many will interpret this as a potential K���� (with understood �r�ÆØ). For other
possible cases of the pure existential see the Appendix to this essay.

22 See my discussion of Melissus B 2 in The Verb ‘Be’, p. 305.
23 There are examples of pure existential uses at Phaedo 76d7, e3, e4, 77a3, cited in my

Essay 4 above, n. 14. For veridicals see below.
24 e.g. Phaedo 72a7 �a� �H� ��Ł����ø� çıåa� �r�Æ� ��ı; 73a1 �N �c q� ��ı ��E� � çıåc

�æd� K� �fiH
� �fiH I�Łæø���fiø �N
�Ø ª����ŁÆØ. Cf. Vlastos, Platonic Studies, p. 65 n. 31.
25 Prot. 330c1; Gorgias 495c3–5, 500d7; Phaedo 74a9–10, etc.
26 The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 335–55.
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I submit, by far the most natural reading for an emphatic, syntactically
independent K��� in an archaic text.
But of course if Parmenides begins with a veridical K��� he does not

end there. My earlier exegesis failed to make clear how the veridical
value serves Parmenides only as an entering wedge, to guarantee an
initial acceptance of his ontological thesis by establishing a necessary
connection between the pursuit of knowledge and the assertion of
K���. Once the reader’s assent to K��� has been secured in B 2,
Parmenides proceeds beyond the veridical notion to develop other
aspects of the ontological claim entailed by this assertion. And one of
the Wrst aspects to be elaborated is the existential idea: what is must be
something rather than nothing. This existential value plays a central
part in the rejection of coming-to-be and perishing in B 8. 6–18.
The intuitive connection is expressed in English when we speak of
coming-to-be as ‘coming into existence’ and of perishing as ‘ceasing to
exist’. So it is clear why a denial of nonexistence makes perishing
impossible (ceasing to exist would mean starting to nonexist) and
coming-to-be unintelligible (coming into existence would mean
coming out of nonexistence). In order to express this thought
unambiguously, Greek will make use of the terms ‘something’ (�Ø)
and ‘nothing’ (�Å
��). Coming into existence will be coming from
nothing; ceasing to exist will be going into nothing. So we Wnd �Å
�� as
an explication of �PŒ 	��Ø in B 6. 2 and B 8. 10: being nothing turns out
to be the false way that has already been rejected in B 2. As Parmenides
says, �Å
b� �PŒ 	��Ø� ‘there is no such thing as nothing’ (B 6. 2). And in
Greek that seems even more tautologous than in English.
Intuitively speaking, then, we can say that the verb takes on an

existential value in the argument against coming to be and perishing.
Formally speaking, however, that argument does not depend upon
assigning any particular value to K���. We need only assume that the
original dichotomy is exhaustive as well as exclusive. Then if anything j ½½248��
comes into being, it must come either (1) from not-being, or (2) from
nothing at all, or (3) from being.27 But (1) has been ruled out in B 2,

27 I accept Reinhardt’s emendation KŒ ��F K����� for KŒ �c K����� at B 8. 12, which makes
the argument much stronger and more symmetrical. But my claim in the text does not
depend on this correction.
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since what is not is no object for assertion (çA�ŁÆØ) or cognition (���E�):
what is not is nothing at all. But (2) if what is comes from nothing, i.e. not
from anything, then there is no reason for it to come to be ‘later rather
than sooner’—the argument from suYcient reason.28 Finally, (3) it
cannot come from being because then it would become something
besides being (�Ææ ÆP�� ), i.e. something diVerent from being; but that
(by the initial disjunction of B. 2, repeated at B 8. 15–16) could only be
not-being. So if coming-to-be from being involves any change, it can
only mean ceasing-to-be, i.e. perishing, going into not-being. But not-
being has been ruled out: ‘for nothing is or will be / other, outside of
what is’ (B 8.36–7 f ). Since the initial dichotomy applies to everything,
anything distinct from what is must be what is not. This premiss, taken
together with the rejection of what is not, gives Parmenides a formally
valid argument against all change, diversity, and plurality of any kind,
including temporal diVerences such as was and will be. If what was is
diVerent fromwhat is, it must bewhat is not. More generally, for anyX, if
X is diVerent from what is, X is not.
This devastatingly simple argument is, I believe, the secret of

Parmenides’ extraordinary success with the next generation of Greek
cosmologists. Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and the atomists all accepted
the conclusion that nothing real (K��) comes to be or perishes, even
though their faith in Parmenides’ logic was not suYcient to bring them
to deny plurality and diversity. What is wrong with the argument lies
buried so deep in the linguistic functions of to be and the logical
functions of negation that no real clarity could emerge until Plato,
after long wrestling with the puzzles of not-being, allowed his Eleatic
Stranger to commit the act of patricide by showing how what is not
must also be acknowledged to be, just as much as what is. But Plato’s
Sophist comes more than a century after Parmenides’ poem. In j ½½249��
the meantime the implications of Parmenides’ argument might be
ignored, but they could not be refuted. Furthermore, the power of
Parmenides’ ontological vision does not depend solely on the logic of
his proof. He relies also on the strong intuitive values of K��� and Z� in
Greek, which represent in concentrated form certain basic functions of

28 See Owen’s comments in Monist, 50/3 (1966), 325–6. (¼ Logic, Science and Dialectic,
pp. 33–4.).
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the verb to be in Indo-European. Two of these functions have already
been noticed here: (1) the veridical use of verb and participle for truth
and reality, and (2) the lexical value ‘exists’ or ‘there is’. The most
common occurrence of the verb in the language, however, is (3) the
copula, of which Parmenides makes abundant use. The signposts along
the way of what is (B 8. 2) point to so many true predications: ‘it is
ungenerated and imperishable’ (K���� in B 8. 3), ‘it is all alike’ (K����
in B 8. 22), ‘it is all full’ (B 8. 24), ‘continuous’ (8. 25), ‘immobile,
unbegun, unceasing’ (8. 26–7, 39), ‘perfected in every direction’
(8. 42), ‘inviolate or intact’ (8. 48).29 These copula uses of to be spell
out the content which was implicit in Parmenides’ initial assertion of
K���. And this content is in turn conditioned and supported by two
other fundamental values of to be: (4) the stative-durative value of is in
contrast to becomes, and (5) the locative use (is here, there, or somewhere),
which is often connected with assertions of existence (there is . . . ).30 In
Greek, as in other languages, one of the most common suppletive
verbs for to be is to stand, where locative and stative nuances are
combined. Thus �r�ÆØ in Greek, like *es- in Indo-European, can be
described as a verb of station as opposed to a verb of motion.31 But in
Greek the nuance of stability and permanence is strongly reinforced by
the purely durative aspect of the verb. In this case morphology adds
additional support to the stative-mutative (or static-kinetic) contrast
between being and becoming, since the Greek verb to be is almost unique
among its Indo-European cognates in admitting no aorist morpheme
and incorporating no forms from the contrasting copula *bhu- into its
conjugation (as Latin incorporated fui and English be).32 If the exist-
ential value of the verb underlies the Wrst argument j ½½250��against coming-
to-be at B 8. 6–18, it is the present-durative aspect of K��� and K�� that
supports the rejection of past (	ª����) and future (��º�Ø��, ��ºº�Ø
	���ŁÆØ) at B 8. 19–20; and it is the static nuance of stability or
‘standing still’ that reinforces the argument against motion and change.

29 I count some 30 ordinary uses of copula to be (with predicate nouns and adjectives) in
the fragments. See the Appendix to this Essay.

30 For locative-existential uses see The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 164–7, 261–4, 271–7. For examples
in Parmenides see the Appendix to this Essay.

31 The Verb ‘Be’, p. 198.
32 The Verb ‘Be’, p. 219; cf. pp. 195–8.
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Furthermore, the locative or locative-existential associations of the
verb are presupposed in the argument for continuity and density of
K�� at 8. 22–5: ‘there is not more here (�fi B ��ºº��) that would bar it
from holding together, nor any less; but all is full of what is’.33 In the
conclusion of the argument against motion at B 8. 29–30 the locative,
durative, and stative values converge: ‘remaining the same in the same
(place), it lies by itself / and so will it remain Wxed hereafter’. The
emphasis here on being the same permits us to recognize one more
function of to be: (6) for the assertion of identity. Being is the same with
itself; what is other than being is not.
In summary we can say that Parmenides has constructed his new

ontological conception of Being by drawing together in a uniWed
whole the rich diversity of values, meanings, and functions associated
with the most fundamental verb in the language. If I have argued for
the primacy of the veridical idea as a key to understanding this
complex vision, my reasons have been three: (1) the veridical is the
best-attested use for syntactically independent occurrences of the verb
in archaic texts; (2) the veridical K��� gives the best philosophical sense
to the claim that ‘you cannot know what is not’; and (3) the logical
structure j ½½251��of the veridical involves both existence and predication, and
thus serves to introduce all values for the verb to be. Hence the
predications which spell out the import of this initial K��� will develop
not only the existential but also the present-durative, locative-spatial,
and static-permanent implications of this basic assertion. The predica-
tive function is the vehicle which conveys all values of the verb. And
this rich diversity of aspects for Being is brought together into a single

33 Some commentators have doubted that �fi B at B 8. 23 has its normal local value (‘here’),
but that seems to me guaranteed by the context (the argument for continuity) and by the
expanded repetition of the same argument at 8. 44–8 (cf. �fi B j �fi B in 8. 45). The spatial imagery
is unmistakable in �ı��å��ŁÆØ at 8. 23, repeated as ƒŒ��E�ŁÆØ �N� ›��� at 8. 46. Hence ��º�Ç�Ø
in 8. 25: ‘Being is adjacent to Being’ (Coxon). For the spatial intuition underlying
Parmenides’ description of �e K�� as a homogeneous plenum, a symmetrical, isotropic
continuum, ‘like the mass of a well-rounded sphere’, see G. De Santillana, Prologue to
Parmenides (Cincinnati, Ohio: University of Cincinnati Press, 1964), esp. pp. 18–25.
In Plato this geometric conception gets separated oV from the notion of Being proper and
is elaborated as the Receptacle of the Timaeus. The two conceptions are reunited in the
17th-century Platonism of Henry More (cited by De Santillana, Prologue p. 24). For the
cosmological implications of Parmenides’ notion of spatial symmetry see now David Furley,
The Greek Cosmologists, i (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 54–5.
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whole by means of the logically connected notions of unity, uniform-
ity, symmetry, continuity, and identity.
Parmenides’ positive conception of what is thus attains a high degree

of conceptual coherence and unity. Unfortunately, the same cannot be
said for the corresponding negative notion of what is not. For Not-being
(�e �c K��) is a fatally confused notion, combining in a specious unity a
number of quite diverse, logically unconnected ideas. Depending upon
which function of is is negated, not-being can represent either false-
hood, negative predication, nonidentity, nonexistence, or nonentity,
i.e. nothing at all. The combination of all these forms of negation in a
single notion is a conceptual monster, as Plato was Wnally to point out.34

It is here, in the negative branch of his initial dichotomy, that the charge
of fallacious equivocation brought against Parmenides by Aristotle and
Eudemus is ultimately justiWed.

II

My earlier formulation of the veridical view has been carefully criti-
cized by David Gallop, who argues in favor of the existential reading.
It will be worth looking at Gallop’s remarks to see what force they
have against the present interpretation. Gallop oVers three objections
to the veridical reading of K��� in B 2.

[1] It would be extremely feeble for [the goddess] to reason merely that some
truth must needs obtain, on the ground that one logically could not ½½252��j know
what is false. For it is perfectly conceivable, as a skeptic might well respond,
that no one knows anything, precisely because there is no truth to be known.
To insist in face of this that there must be truth, in order for there to be
knowledge, would simply be to beg the question.35

34 Perhaps Parmenides had some inkling of this, since he describes the way of is not as
‘unheard of ’ (�Æ�Æ��ıŁ��), ‘incomprehensible’ or ‘unthinkable’ (I��Å���), and as no true
way. For a diVerent analysis of the fallacy, in terms of the confusion between ���E� conceived
on the analogy of perception (where one either sees something or nothing) and the structure
of º�ª�Ø� as saying something about something (so that making a negative assertion does not
mean saying nothing), see E. Tugendhat, Das Sein und das Nichts, pp. 139–40.

35 Gallop, ‘ ‘‘Is’’ or ‘‘Is Not’’?’, p. 66.
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This objection seems to me misconceived. There is no reason to
suppose that Parmenides is arguing against a skeptic who is prepared to
deny the possibility of knowledge or truth. In this respect, Owen’s
original comparison of Parmenides’ argument to Descartes’s cogito is
misleading. The argument presupposes a commitment not only to
Inquiry (
�ÇÅ�Ø�) but to pursuit of Truth (Iº�Ł�ØÆ in B 1. 29 and 2. 4)
as a subject worthy of trust and conviction (����Ø� B 1. 30, ��ØŁ� 2. 4).
The initial question is: What assumption must we start from, what way
must be travelled, if we are to have any hope of reaching this goal?

[2] The status of Kahn’s knowable object is unsatisfactory . . . ‘A deWnite fact,
an actual state of aVairs’ . . . seems to be of the wrong logical type to serve as the
bearer of such attributes as ‘ungenerable’, ‘imperishable’, ‘whole’, and ‘im-
movable’ (B 8. 3–5). Such properties . . . could characterize only what has the
status of an entity, an individual thing. What the goddess seems to be talking
about throughout B8 is not a fact or a state of aVairs, but a thing with certain
attributes which she is proving to belong to it.36

This would be an objection to my view only if we had reason to
believe that Parmenides was careful to respect the distinction of logical
type between things or substances and facts or propositional structures.
But, alas, the Greek philosophers are notoriously lax in this regard.
Plato’s description of the Forms regularly combines propositional and
thing-like characteristics. Even Aristotle, whose doctrine of categories
is in part designed to capture just this distinction, does not always
respect it in developing his theories of substance, essence, and form.
Standing at the beginning of the Greek ontological tradition,
Parmenides is not likely to be more scrupulous. On my reading, the
veridical K��� of B 2 directly entails both existential assertion and
predicative construction. If the logical subject of K��� shifts from the
complex ‘fact of the matter’ in B 2 to the subject component of this
fact in B 8, that is no more than a harmless synecdoche, a natural and
nonfallacious movement from whole to part. j ½½253��
[3] Thirdly, if we take the rejection of ‘what is not’ as the denial that ‘what is
not the case’ can be an object of knowledge, we do not obtain a sense of ‘is
not’ strong enough, or in any way suitable, to yield the conclusions of

36 Ibid.
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B 8 . . . In order to disprove generation and perishing (B 8. 6–21), it is not a
false proposition whose thought or utterance must be prohibited, but a
negative existential statement.37

I have insisted throughout that the assertion of veridical K��� in B 2.
3 will include an assertion of existence for a subject. Hence the denial
of this K��� in B 2. 5 will include a denial of existence. And that is
where fallacy enters. For if we think of the veridical K��� as asserting
‘There is a subject X which has attributes A, B, C’, the denial �PŒ 	��Ø
can mean either (1) the sentence as a whole is false, or (2) X does not
exist, or (3) one or more of the attributes fails to hold. Parmenides’
argument depends upon ignoring this ambiguity and passing directly
from (1) to (2), from is not to �Å
��, nothing at all. The Owen–Gallop
reading, taking K��� unequivocally as ‘exists’ in B 2, aims to give
Parmenides a valid argument against coming-to-be and perishing.38

But (in addition to the philosophical and linguistic objections
rehearsed above) it does so at the price of cutting the logical link
between the existential K��� of B 2 and the copula uses of the verb in
B 8. (It is just this understanding of B 2 that provokes the old complaint
that Parmenides confused existential and copula uses.) Such a narrowly
existential reading of K��� also cuts the historical link between the
Parmenidean and Platonic conceptions of Being.

III

The Symposium, Phaedo, and Republic expound a theory of Forms that
takes its ontological basis from the Parmenidean distinction between
Being and Becoming, reinforced by the parallel oppositions between
reality and appearance, between what is intelligible and what is sens-
ible. It is the introduction of this Eleatic metaphysics (somewhat
misleadingly referred to as the ‘separation’ of the Forms) that distin-
guishes the doctrine of the middle dialogues from the conception of

37 Gallop, ‘ ‘‘Is’’ or ‘‘Is Not’’?’, p. 67.
38 As construed by them, however, the argument is not valid after all, since it contains a

glaring modal fallacy. See Gallop, Parmenides of Elea, p. 24, with references to Owen and
Barnes in n. 71 (on p. 38).
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eidos and idea in the Euthyphro and the Meno, where the j ½½254��distinction
between a single form and its many instances is clearly drawn but not
elaborated in ontological terms. The Symposium gives a brief summary
of the new theory, delivered in apocalyptic style without sustained
argument and limited to a single Form, the Beautiful. The Phaedo,
by contrast, formulates the theory for a whole range of Forms and
develops this doctrine systematically throughout the dialogue. It is
from the Phaedo, then, and from the introductory discussion of
Forms in Republic 5, that we can best see how Plato’s presentation of
his own ontology follows faithfully in Parmenides’ footsteps.
The Phaedo Wrst presents the Forms as constituents of the truth, the

object of the philosopher’s quest. Plato’s word for ‘inquiry’ in this
context, Ç��Å�Ø� at 65b10, is the prose equivalent of Parmenides’
poetic 
�ÇÅ�Ø� in B 2. 2. When the ontological vocabulary of �e Z�
and �a Z��Æ is introduced as target of this inquiry (65c3 and 9), the
connotations are unmistakably veridical: the participles of to be alter-
nate throughout this section with words for truth.39 Hence these
participles clearly bear the idiomatic sense that we know from the
use of �e K�� and �a Z��Æ in Herodotus, Thucydides, and other Wfth-
century authors. But just as an initial veridical K��� in Parmenides will
unfold in a richer ontological structure as the poem proceeds, so Plato
in the Phaedo will pass from this common-sense notion of �a Z��Æ, as
the reality reported by true statements or grasped by reliable cognition,
to more technical uses of to be.
The Wrst deWnite reference to a Form comes at Phaedo 65d4: ‘Do we

say that the just itself is something or nothing’ (�Ø �r�ÆØ . . . j �P
��;).
The existence of the Form is asserted by a copula construction for
�r�ÆØ. Other Forms are then mentioned (beautiful, good, magnitude,
health, strength) and the doctrine is generalized: ‘And, to sum up, I am
speaking of the reality of all the rest, i.e. of what each of them really is’
(�B� �P��Æ� n �ıªå���Ø #ŒÆ���� Z�, Burnet’s rendering on 65d13). In
this, the Wrst general reference to the Forms in any Platonic text, the
nominalization �P��Æ which expresses the reality of the Forms simply
brings together the veridical and predicative values of the verb in
what proceeds (with an implicit existential value as well, though no

39 Phaedo 65b–66d, with Burnet’s comment on 65c3.
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existential use has occurred in this context); but j ½½255��these values are now
focussed on the semitechnical, speciWcally Platonic formula ‹ K��Ø:
What F (really) is or What is (truly) F, where veridical nuance and
predicative syntax are combined. This formula later appears as the
systematic designation for the Forms: ÆP�e ‹ K��Ø� at 74b2, 74d7,
etc.40 The formula is of course derived from the �� K��Ø� question of
the earlier dialogues. Together with the complementary notion
of participation, it represents perhaps the only essential component
of Plato’s conception of Being for which there is no precedent in
Parmenides.
If we turn to Plato’s more deWnitive statement of his doctrine in

the Republic, we Wnd exactly the same pattern. Plato introduces the
terminology of ‘being’ with an informal, quasi-idiomatic use of the
participle Z� for the object of knowledge, what is real or true; he then
proceeds to predicative uses of to be which culminate in his own
technical phrase ‹ K��Ø� as a designation for the Forms. The Forms
are Wrst invoked in book 5 in order to specify the sense in which
philosophers may be deWned as ‘lovers of the spectacle of truth
(Iº�Ł�ØÆ)’ at 475e. The general theory is brieXy summarized by way
of three ordinary predicative uses of to be (K����, �r�ÆØ at 475e9, �r �ÆØ at
476a6), whose veridical overtones are emphasized by the contrast with
to seem (çÆ����ŁÆØ at 476a7). But the Wrst emphatic or ‘ontological’ use
of the verb occurs a bit later, at 476e, in characterizing the object of
knowledge: ‘Does the one who knows know something or nothing
(�Ø j �P
��)?’. Glaucon answers: ‘He knows something’. ‘Something
which is (Z�) or which is not (�PŒ Z�)?’ ‘Which is; for how could
something which is not (�c Z� ª� �Ø) be known?’ The echo of
Parmenides B 2. 7 is unmistakable; the verb for knowing (ªØª���Œ�Ø�)
is the same in both texts. But being (Z�) cannot mean existence here,
since the assertion of existence has already been made by the contrast
of something (�Ø) with nothing (�P
��).41

Plato immediately proceeds to delineate more sharply the
Parmenidean dichotomy as he understands it. ‘So what is completely

40 For further discussion of the ontological vocabulary of the Phaedo, see Essay 4 above.
41 For fuller argumentation against the existential reading of Z� in this context, see Essay 4

above, pp. 112–13. For the veridical reading compare Aristotle Post. An. 1. 2. 71b25: the
premisses of a scientiWc syllogism must be true (IºÅŁB), ‹�Ø �PŒ 	��Ø �e �c k� K�Ø��A�ŁÆØ.
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(�e �b� �Æ���ºH� Z�) is completely knowable, what is not in any way
(�c k� 
b j½½256�� �Å
Æ�fi B) is in no way knowable’ (477a3). Plato is concerned
to Wnd an object for doxa in between: ‘if something is in such a
condition as both to be and not to be’ (�N 
b 
� �Ø �o�ø� 	å�Ø ‰�
�r�Æ� �� ŒÆd �c �r�ÆØ). So far the syntax of the verb in this context is
apparently absolute, with no hint of a predicate expression. The
possibility of a predicative construction begins to emerge with the
characterization of knowledge as ‘naturally set upon what is (as its
object), to know of what is that (or how) it is’ (K�Ø����Å �b� K�d �fiH
Z��Ø ��çıŒ�, ª�H�ÆØ ‰� 	��Ø �e Z�, 477b10). There can be no question
here of reading is as ‘exists’. Of course the object of knowledge is
assumed to exist; but that claim, as we have seen, was expressed
without any use of the verb. In the passage just quoted the verb asserts
more: that this object is in some deWnite way. That the absolute use of to
be is pregnant here with the predicate construction will be made clear
in the sequel, by a string of copula sentences at 479a–b. But in the
meantime the existential value of the verb will also be exploited, in the
exegesis of the negative form �c Z� ‘what is not’ in terms of �Å
��
‘nothing’: ‘But will it not be correct to call what is not not even one
thing but nothing?’ (478b12). Finally, the predicative construction
becomes explicit when Plato explains how the many things which
lie ‘in between being and not-being’ both are and are not: ‘Is there42

any one of the many beautiful (things) which will not appear ugly?’
Glaucon responds: ‘Necessarily, they will somehow appear both beau-
tiful and ugly’ (479b1). ‘And for each of the many, is it rather than is it
not that thing which one says it to be?’ (����æ�� �s� K��d �Aºº�� j �PŒ
	��Ø #ŒÆ���� �H� ��ººH� ��F�� n ¼� �Ø� çfi B ÆP�e �r�ÆØ; 479b9).
What we have here is the essential ‘ambiguity’ of predication

(K�Æ�ç���æ�Ç�Ø� 479b11) which is for Plato characteristic of partici-
pants in the Form, and which distinguishes them from the unequivocal
being-what-it-is of the Form.43 When the Forms are reintroduced in
Republic 6, it is by the implicit contrast with such ambiguity for the

42 Note the existential use of K��d here (my Type IV, ‘is there anyone who . . . ’) at 479a6,
and an ambiguous but possibly existential �r�ÆØ at 479a4.

43 Compare the sticks and stones of Phaedo 74b8, which ‘sometimes appear equal,
sometimes not’ (according to one MS reading) and the denial of such ambiguity for the
Form of Beautiful at Symposium 211a.
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many good and beautiful things that the Beautiful itself and the Good
itself are said to be just what is (‹ K��Ø� 507b7). The Form is just ‘what
truly is beautiful’ or perhaps ‘what (being) beautiful truly is’44. With
this formula for the is of essential predication and deWnitional identity
Plato has gone beyond Parmenides’ conception of Being. But the
Parmenidean overtones are still audible, and they are reinforced in
what follows in books 6 and 7 by the systematic stative-mutative
opposition between Being and Becoming, tending now to coincide
with the original veridical opposition between Being and Seeming
(beginning at 508d). Here for the Wrst time Plato brings together the
full orchestration of his neo-Eleatic ontology in order to provide an
appropriate metaphysical background for his attempt to depict the
Form of the Good.
My aim here has not been to analyze Plato’s use of to be in the

formulation of his own ontology, but only to demonstrate how faith-
fully Parmenidean he is in his progression from an initial, quasi-
idiomatic use of K��� for truth and reality to more philosophically
loaded, ‘ontological’ uses of the verb in which existential and predica-
tive functions are combined with connotations of truth, stability, and
permanence. With certain obvious modiWcations, Plato has revived
the Eleatic notion of Being as a powerful and coherent metaphysical
concept. Parmenides’ negative conception of �e �c Z�, on the other
hand, turns out to be far less satisfactory. In Republic 5 Plato had
apparently taken over this notion of �e �Å
Æ�fi B Z� (‘what is not in
any way’) without misgivings, and perhaps also without fallacy, since
he construed it only as the blank object of ignorance. But in later
works he is persistently concerned with teasing out the puzzles of
falsehood conceived as saying or thinking what is not: Xeetingly in the
Euthydemus (248b–c; cf. 283d and 286c7) and the Theaetetus (188d–
189c), then more systematically in the Sophist. Here it is a visitor from
Elea, ‘companion of the circle of Parmenides and Zeno’ (216a), who
will successfully distinguish the unintelligible concept of ‘what is not in
any way’ (237b7, 239c4, 258e6–259a1) from the coherent use of �c Z�
for nonidentity and negative predication. In the Sophist veridical being

44 The second interpretation of ‹ K��Ø reXects Alexander Nehamas’s reading of self-
predication for the Form (‘the F is F’) as meaning ‘The F is what it is to be F’.
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is carefully analyzed as ‘saying of what is that it is concerning j ½½258��a subject’
(236b), whereas the problematic concept of not-being is dissolved into
distinct negations for falsehood, identity, and predication. A long and
laborious eVort of analysis was required to bring to light the confusions
hidden in Parmenides’ argument. But these confusions infect only the
negative concept of what is not. The positive conception of Being
emerges unscathed, to dominate the metaphysical tradition of the
West for many centuries to come.

Appendix: Parmenides’ use of �r�ÆØ

I count 88 occurrences of �r�ÆØ in the fragments, plus 5 occurrences of
��º��ÆØ used synonymously, giving a total of 93 forms. (There would
be one more if we read 	��Ø ªaæ �Pº���º�� in B 8. 4 with DK.) The
examples fall into two groups: (1) the strong or ontological use of the
verb, which is what we are trying to interpret, and (2) ordinary uses of
�r�ÆØ, comparable to what can be found in nonphilosophical texts.
I count 33 instances of the ontological use, which I exclude from this
grammatical survey. (This number can be slightly larger or smaller,
depending upon how certain dubious cases are decided.) The onto-
logical use occurs, for example, in ‹�ø� K���� and �c �r�ÆØ in B 2. 3, in
�PŒ 	��Ø� and �c �r�ÆØ in B 2. 5, �e �c K�� in B 2. 7, �r�ÆØ in B 3, �e K��
and ��F K����� in B 4. 2, and frequently throughout B 8. More
interesting from the strictly grammatical point of view are the ordinary
uses. I count 31 cases of the nominal copula (with predicate nouns and
adjectives), 4 cases with locative predicates, 6 or more instances of the
existential verb broadly conceived (including locative-existential and
existential-potential), leaving about a dozen cases too controversial to
classify. Examples follow.

1. The copula with predicate nouns and adjectives, by far the most
frequent among ordinary uses (31 instances). Examples include:
��ØŁ�F� K��Ø Œ�º�ıŁ�� in 2. 4, �ı�e� 
� ��� K��Ø� in 5. 1,
I��º�Łæ�� K��Ø� in 8. 3 etc. So also �ÆØ���æ�� ��º��ÆØ at 8. 45.

2. The locative verb, or the copula with locative predicates (4
occurrences): KŒ�e� ����ı K���� in 1. 27, I�����Æ �Ææ����Æ in
4. 1, and a stronger, Wgurative use of the locative in 8. 15: K� �fiH

K��Ø�.
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3. Ordinary existential uses include:

(a) three examples of locative-existential: 	�ŁÆ . . . �N�Ø in 1. 11,
�Æ��fi Å 
 K�d ���Æ� 	Æ�Ø in 8. 2, and (on my reading) ‹�ø�
�YÅ . . . �fi B �Aºº�� �fi B 
 q���� at 8. 47–8: ‘so that there would be
more of it here, j ½½259��less of it there’ (the locative sense of �YÅ here
seems clear to me, though others may disagree.);

(b) at least one existential-potential: ›
�d . . . �N�Ø ��B�ÆØ in B 2;
‘there are these ways for cognition’ (pure potentials are dis-
cussed below under (d) );

(c) two cases of my type IV (‘There is no one who . . . ’) at 8. 46–7:
�h�� ªaæ . . . K��Ø �� Œ�� �Æ��Ø . . . �h�� . . . K��Ø� ‹�ø� . . . ‘There
is nothing to keep it apart, nor is there anything such as to be
more or less . . . ’ (omitting here two ontological uses of K�� and
the locative-existential �YÅ listed above under (a)).

(d) Are there any pure existential uses outsides of the thirty-odd
debatable ontological cases? As noted above, I count �Å
b� 

�PŒ 	��Ø� in 6. 2 as existential (‘There is no nothing’); but most
commentators construe it as potential under the inXuence of 	��Ø
ªaæ �r�ÆØ in the preceding verse (6. 1),where the potential reading
‘it is possible (for it) to be’ is widely accepted. The potential
construction is also generally admitted for ‰� �PŒ 	��Ø �c �r�ÆØ
in 2. 3 (‘that it is not possible for it not to be’), since the contrasting
clause in 2. 5 (‰� åæ��� K��Ø �c �r�ÆØ ‘that it is necessary for it not
to be’) supports a modal reading of �PŒ 	��Ø. However, an
existential reading could be (and actually has been) defended
both for 	��Ø ªaæ �r�ÆØ in 6. 1 and for �PŒ 	��Ø �c �r�ÆØ in 2. 3
(‘there is being’ ‘there is no not-being’). If the existential reading
were accepted here, we might have no example of the pure
potential (impersonal K��� plus inWnitive) in all the fragments.

There are also Wve cases of past and future tense for �r�ÆØ and one for
��º��ÆØ which might be construed as existential (‘there was’, ‘there
will be’). That reading is defensible for �P
� ��� q� �P
 	��ÆØ at 8. 5
(‘It never existed in the past, nor will it exist in the future’); but the
present tense K���� in the same verse points rather to the strong
ontological reading ‘What is was not, nor will it be’. The same
ambiguity holds for ��º�Ø�� (or ��º�Ø) in 8. 19, and for ��ºº�Ø 	���ŁÆØ
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in 8. 20. I am more inclined to Wnd a pure existential in 8. 36 �P
b� ªaæ
<X> K��Ø� j 	��ÆØ j ¼ºº� ��æ�� ��F K�����, ‘There neither is nor will
be anything else besides what is’. But since K���� and 	��ÆØ are also to
be taken as copulative here, with ¼ºº� as predicate, the syntax is
overdetermined, as in Heraclitus B 30: see above.
In sum, I count 3 cases of the pure existential in Parmenides (6. 2,

and 8. 36 twice), but none is beyond dispute.

4. Other dubious cases:

1. 32 åæB� 
�Œ��ø� �r�ÆØ. Too notorious to require discussion here.

3. 1 ���E� K���� �� ŒÆd �r�ÆØ. I take K���� as an ordinary copula, but
most would read it as potential. (Similarly for K��d ���E� at 8. 34.)

8. 34 �y��Œ�� K��Ø ��Å�Æ. I have no idea what is the correct construal
for K��� here.

19. 1 �o�ø . . . ŒÆd �F� 	Æ�Ø, ‘exist’? ‘have their being by opinion’
(ŒÆ�a 
��Æ�)? j ½½260��
6. 8 ��º�Ø� �� ŒÆd �PŒ �r�ÆØ: here and in 8. 40 (�r�Æ� �� ŒÆd �På�)
the verb expresses mortal error, but by reference to Parmenides’ own
strong conception of what is. We might regard these as quasi-
ontological uses.

We are left with over 30 syntactically absolute occurrences of �r�ÆØ
and ��º��ÆØ that bear the full ontological weight of Parmenides’ new
vision. Grammatical analysis is of limited use in dealing with these cases.
I have left for the last the most disputed case of all, B 6. 1: åæc �e

º�ª�Ø� �� ���E� � Ke� 	����ÆØ. I list, in order of decreasing linguistic
merit, the various construals that have been proposed.

1. ‘It is necessary (åæ�) that speaking and cognizing (�e º�ª�Ø� ��
���E� ��) be real-and-true, Ke� 	����ÆØ’, with the participle taken
as ontological predicate, the inWnitive as copula. This is the only
unforced construal of the clause, and it also Wts best with the
natural reading of B 2 as an identiWcation of ���E� with �r�ÆØ.

2. ‘This (�� ) is what one must say and think: being is’ (K�� as subject
of the inWnitive). This is grammatically possible but clumsy, and
it involves a diYcult demonstrative force for ��.45 Logically it is

45 For objections see Tarán, Parmenides, p. 55.
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vacuous, since participle and inWnitive will have the same strong,
ontological value.

3. ‘It is necessary to say and think that this (��) is Being’ (K�� as
ontological predicate with copula syntax of 	����ÆØ as in 1). This
proposal of Coxon is apparently new but otherwise plausible,
and it avoids the vacuity of 2.

4. ‘It is necessary that speaking and thinking what-is be real’ (both
K�� and 	����ÆØ having ontological force, but taking K�� as object
of the double articular inWnitives). This suggestion of Fränkel is
more ingenious than most, but it gives roughly the same sense as
1 by a more circuitous route.

4a. There is an alleged alternative to 4 with the same syntax but a
weaker sense for 	����ÆØ: ‘It is necessary to say and to think what
is’ (Tarán). But the construction of 	����ÆØ now becomes ob-
scure, and it is hard to believe that this verb in Parmenides could
be so superXuous.

5. Hardest of all is the currently most popular reading: ‘What can be
spoken and thought must be’, taking �e K�� in the potential
construction with two embedded inWnitives, after Burnet. As
Verdenius has observed, ‘It is doubtful whether �e º�ª�Ø� K��,
‘‘that which can be said’’, would be correct Greek’.46 (Verdenius
prefers 1 as ‘the most obvious translation’, which he traces back
to Karsten, Diels, and Heidel47) I am on record as declaring
construal 5 ½½261��j to be ‘certainly impossible’, since I had found no
instance of potential K��� in participial form, much less with the
articular participle.48 David Furley and others have disagreed;49

Furley cites50 an example of the potential construction in parti-
cipial form after all, from Demosthenes 50.22: ŒÆd KŒ�B�ÆØ
�PŒ k� �P
b 
�Ø�����Ø��Æ�ŁÆØ (where, however, the participial

46 W. J. Verdenius, Parmenides: Some Comments on his Poem (Groningen: Batavia, 1942), 36
n. 2.

47 Ibid. 37 and n. 1.
48 ‘The Thesis of Parmenides’, p. 722 n. 26; repr. in Essay 6 above.
49 ‘Notes on Parmenides’, in E. N. Lee et al. (eds.), Exegesis and Argument: Studies in Greek

Philosophy Presented to Gregory Vlastos (Assen: Von Gorcum, 1973), 11 n. 37.
50 After H. Hölscher, Anfänglisches Fragen: Studies zur Frühen Griechischen Philosophie

(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1968), 98–9.
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construction poses no diYculty in its context, surrounded as it is
by other participles in the genitive absolute). The embedded
position for an inWnitive can be paralleled by Simonides’ �e �c
ª����ŁÆØ 
ı�Æ���. In the face of these parallels I should perhaps
reduce my verdict of impossibility to ‘extremely harsh and con-
torted’. I continue to believe that no one would construe the
verse this way except under pressure from a previously estab-
lished view of what Parmenides should be saying. N.-L. Cordero
reports that the MSS of Simplicius all read åæc �e º�ª�Ø� �e (and
not ��) ���E� � Ke� 	����ÆØ.51 But this is surely an error of
dittography, and the correction �� (which goes back to Karsten
and Brandis) must be right.

51 Les deux chemins de Parménide (Paris: Vrin, 1984), 110 n. 1, citing Tarán’s and his own
consultation of the MSS.
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8

Parmenides and Plato
Once More

FOR ALEX MOURELATOS

This seems a happy occasion to return to Parmenides, in order both to
clarify my own interpretation of Parmenidean Being and also to empha-
size the aYnity between what I have called the veridical reading and the
account in terms of predication that Alex Mourelatos gave in his monu-
mental The Route of Parmenides.1 It is good to have this opportunity to
acknowledge howmuch our views have in common, even if they do not
coincide. And perhaps Imay indulge here in amoment of nostalgia, since
Alex and I are both old Parmenideans. My article ‘The Thesis of
Parmenides’ was published in 1969, just a year before Alex’s book
appeared. That was nearly thirty years ago, and it was not the beginning
of the story for either of us. My own Eleatic obsession had taken hold
even earlier, with an unpublished master’s dissertation on Parmenides,
just as Alex had begun with a doctoral dissertation on the same subject.
So, for both of us, returning to Parmenides will have some of the charm
of returning to the days of our youth.
I want to begin, however, not with Parmenides himself but with his

impact on Plato, and with the curious fact that Aristotle gives an
entirely diVerent account of the background of Plato’s theory of
Forms. Aristotle nevermentions Parmenides in this connection; instead
it is Socrates, the Pythagoreans, and the Heraclitean Cratylus whose
combined inXuence is said to have led Plato to posit metaphysical

1 Mourelatos, The Route of Parmenides (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1970).
This is aYnity with a diVerence, as Alex has pointed out. See n. 9 below.



Forms (Metaph.`. 6). It is striking howmuch emphasis Aristotle places
here on Pythagorean inXuence (much more than in the corresponding
passage of � . 4): ‘The Pythagoreans say things exist by imitating the
numbers, Plato says by participating <in them>, changing only the
word’ (Metaph. `. 6. 987b10–13). This Pythagorean origin for Plato’s
doctrine has sometimes been taken seriously by historians. But from the
context we can see that in`. 6 (unlike�. 4) what Aristotle has in view
is not somuch the teaching of the Phaedo andRepublic—whatwe call the
Theory of Forms—but rather the later theory that he associates with the
‘unwritten doctrines’. For Aristotle goes on to specify that the One and
the Dyad of Great and Small are treated as ‘elements’ (stoicheia) of the
Forms by Plato (987b19–27). In the same context he mentions ‘the
mathematicals’ as situated between Forms and sensibles (987b15), and
he reports that the Forms as numbers were derived from the Great and
Small ‘by participation in the One’ (987b21). Thus it is clear that
Aristotle’s report in `. 6 reXects the atmosphere and teaching of the
Academy in Plato’s last years, or even in the time of Speusippus, when it
became fashionable to see Platonism as a continuation of Pythagorean
philosophy.
Considered as a claim about the historical origin of the Theory of

Forms Aristotle’s statement about the Pythagorean origin of the theory
is highly implausible—even more implausible than his claim that Plato
became a Heraclitean under the inXuence of Cratylus. Aristotle’s
emphasis on the importance of Xux for Plato is probably also based
on his experience in the Academy in Plato’s later years, when attention
was focused on works like the Theaetetus and Timaeus, where the
analysis of Xux plays an essential role in the argument. j ½½82��(And this,
says Aristotle—namely, that all sensibles are always in Xux—is some-
thing Plato believed ‘also later’, 987b1.)
I do not wish to engage in Aristotle-bashing. But as historians of

philosophy we must be on our guard when dealing with Aristotle’s
comments on his predecessors. Despite their philosophical interest,
these comments are not, as a rule, historically reliable. For example,
Aristotle seems not only inattentive to the Parmenidean inXuence on
Plato, but equally insensitive to what we see as the fundamental
importance of Parmenides’ argument for the cosmologies of Anaxag-
oras and Empedocles. (He does recognize Eleatic inXuence on the
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atomists, but strangely identiWes it not with the attack on coming-to-
be but with a denial of the void.)
If to test Aristotle’s claim concerning Pythagorean inXuence on

Plato’s metaphysics we look to the dialogues for traces of this inXu-
ence, the best evidence comes from the role of peras and apeiria in the
Philebus. For this is an unmistakable echo of the two cosmic principles
that we know from the fragments of Philolaus.2 But of course the
Philebus is one of Plato’s later dialogues, and does not represent the
‘classical’ theory of Forms. Similarly, Plato’s mathematical interpret-
ation of nature in the Timaeus is unmistakably Pythagorean in inspir-
ation. But again this belongs to Plato’s latest period.
When we look for Pythagorean inXuence in the works generally

assigned to Plato’s ‘middle period’, the evidence is very diVerent.
There are certainly traces of Pythagorean ideas in Plato’s cosmological
myths, in his views on immortality and reincarnation, and in his
concern with mathematics.3 But I can Wnd no evidence whatsoever
to support Aristotle’s claim for Pythagorean inXuence on the doctrine
of metaphysical Forms as presented in the Phaedo and Republic. Py-
thagoras himself is mentioned once, inRepublic 10 (600b), as founder of
an educational community. Otherwise the only explicit reference to
Pythagoreans in the entire Platonic corpus is the statement in Republic
7 where they describe astronomy and acoustics as ‘sister sciences’
(530d). This looks like a quotation from Archytas fr. 1, where the
same phrase applies to the quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry, astron-
omy, and music. Plato’s Pythagorean friend Archytas was a great
mathematician, and we may reasonably believe that he had a consid-
erable inXuence on Plato’s conception of mathematics. But of course
not all the mathematics in Plato is derived from Archytas; there is no
suggestion that either Theodorus or Theaetetus was a Pythagorean.
And there is no evidence that Archytas had a metaphysical theory of
the Platonic type.4 It may have been a personal contact with the

2 Philebus 16c–e. Compare DK 44 B 1–2; C. HuVman, Philolaus of Croton (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 37–53.

3 See in particular the evidence for the Pythagorean origin of much of the Phaedo myth,
assembled by P. Kingsley, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995),
chs. 7–9.

4 On GeoVrey Lloyd’s reading, the Seventh Epistle suggests that Archytas was not much
good at metaphysics, (‘Plato and Archytas in the Seventh Letter’, Phronesis, 35 (1990), 159–74).
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Pythagorean milieu around Archytas in his second and third Sicilian
voyages that persuaded Plato to pay more serious attention to the
Pythagorean duality of peras–apeiria. But, as we have noticed, this
concern with ‘limit’ and ‘unlimited’ is conspicuous only in Plato’s
later work. (It appears in the Parmenides (158d) as well as in the Philebus;
and compare ‘the unlimited sea of Unlikeness’ in the Statesman myth,
273d6.) There is no trace of this cosmological principle in Plato’s
earlier reference to Philolaus in the Phaedo (61d), where only the
destiny of the soul is under discussion.
It seems clear, then, that Aristotle, who was personally familiar with

the Pythagorean preoccupations of Plato’s later years, has misleadingly
projected this inXuence back into the earlier period before his own
arrival in Athens. Despite Aristotle’s testimony, every modern histor-
ian knows that the metaphysical background for Plato’s theory of
Forms is provided not by the Pythagoreans but by Parmenides. Of
all Presocratic philosophers it was Parmenides who exerted the deepest
inXuence on Plato’s thought.5 And in the dialogues Parmenides is the
one and only interlocutor who is allowed to defeat Socrates in argu-
ment. It is as a follower of Parmenides j ½½83��that the Stranger from Elea is
given the role of continuing the work that the Platonic Parmenides
had begun, in the critical examination of Plato’s own theory in the
Sophist, where Parmenides’ doctrine is subjected to similar treatment.
It is worthwhile reXecting here on Plato’s designation of Parmenides as
his peer, or even as his master, capable of administering a lesson in
dialectic to Socrates, who is on this occasion seen as a novice in
philosophy.
The choice of Parmenides as spokesman for Plato’s own radical

critique of the Theory of Forms, in the Wrst section of the Parmenides,
can be seen from many points of view. However, the following
consideration seems to me of primary importance. Parmenides is the
only philosopher whose criticism of Plato’s doctrine would not call
into question the fundamental metaphysical conception that underlies
this doctrine. For that conception is directly derived from Parmenides’

5 Cf. Guthrie: ‘The greatest single inXuence on Plato after Socrates was Parmenides’ (A
History of Greek Philosophy, iv (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 34). [See now
J. A. Palmer, Plato’s Reception of Parmenides (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).]
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own theory of Being, as a mode of reality beyond coming-to-be and
perishing, free from the phenomenal diversity and variability of the
world of human experience. Hence when Parmenides warns Socrates
that if he gives up positing the Forms ‘hewill have nowhere to direct his
thought, and he will utterly destroy the power of dialectic’ (135b–c),
we know that neither Parmenides in the dialogue nor Plato as its
author is at all tempted to give up this conception. And so we are
not surprised when, a few moments later, Parmenides compliments
Socrates for focusing our philosophical attention not on visible things
‘but on those things that one can best grasp in rational discourse (logos)
and consider to be Forms (eidê)’ (135e). Even in the act of formulating
objections to Plato’s theory, Parmenides can play the role of the true
Platonic philosopher, because he and Plato share the same fundamental
conception of metaphysical reality.6 And that is why, in the same
dialogue, when Parmenides’ own thesis is put up for critical analysis,
it is not his conception of Being that is subjected to scrutiny but only
his monism: the thesis that what-is is one.7

Of course we know that, besides giving up monism, Plato has
emended Parmenides’ ontology in a number of crucial respects. Be-
tween immutable Being and unknowable Not-Being he has admitted
the mixed realm of Becoming, which both is and is-not (R. 5. 476 V.).
Plato has thus accepted the derivative, inferior reality of the phenom-
enal realm—the realm that Parmenides’ goddess seems to regard solely
as a region of error and falsehood. And Plato will end, in the Sophist, by
denying the coherence of the Parmenidean thesis that what-is-not
cannot be anything at all, and that it is therefore unknowable.
There is an important story to be told of Plato as a revisionist Eleatic,

the heir and corrector of Parmenidean metaphysics. But that is not my
topic here. I want to come to Parmenides by way of his impact on
Plato. I will take for granted that we are all familiar with the distinctly
Parmenidean features in Plato’s account of the immutable Being of the

6 So Parmenides can comfortably say ‘as we say’ or ‘as we assume’ in referring to the
doctrine of Forms (133b6, 134c1).

7 Plato’s emphasis on Parmenides’ monism is somewhat puzzling, since in the poem of the
historical Parmenides unity (hen) is only one among many attributes of to eon (B 8. 2). Perhaps
monism became more prominent in Eleatic tradition after Zeno. Or perhaps Plato empha-
sizes monism as the aspect of the Eleatic teaching that he rejects.
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Forms, as presented in the Symposium, Phaedo, and Republic. I would
only call attention here to two less conspicuous passages that point to
Plato’s early interest in Parmenides. We Wnd Parmenides’ name men-
tioned, probably for the Wrst time in the Platonic corpus, in Phaedrus’
speech in the Symposium, where Phaedrus quotes the verse that we
know as B 13: ‘Wrst of all the gods she contrived Eros’ (178b). And of
course the Parmenidean elements in Diotima’s revelation later in the
same dialogue are well known.8

Can we Wnd Parmenides lurking in any dialogue earlier than the
Symposium? I suggest that we may recognize a discreet echo of Parme-
nidean dialectic in the mischievous speech in the Protagoras where Soc-
rates misinterprets Simonides’ poem. In this shockingly ½½84��sophistical j
performance Socrates focusses on the contrast between being and be-
coming: Pittacus was wrong to say ‘Hard it is to be good’ (åÆº��e�
K�Łºe� 	����ÆØ). Instead he should have said ‘It is hard enough for a man
to become good’ (ª����ŁÆØ ¼�
æÆ IªÆŁ��). ‘For a man to become good
and remain in this condition is impossible and not human; a god alone
can have this privilege’ (Prt. 344b–c). So in this somewhat forced inter-
pretation Socrates exploits the contrast between permanent, divine
Being and mutable human Becoming. If we are right to detect here a
playful anticipation of the metaphysical dualism that will be proclaimed
by Diotima in the Symposium, it may be no accident that the Protagoras
also presents, in a more dialectical context, the earliest allusion to self-
predication (in the assumption that justice is just and piety pious, 330c–
d). As many scholars have noticed, the Protagoras and the Symposium are
artistically linked to one another by an overlap of participants: except for
Aristophanes, every speaker in the Symposium also appears in the Pro-
tagoras. And if we bear in mind these passages from the Protagoras and
Symposium, we will be less surprised by the sudden appearance of Par-
menides himself in the dialogue named after him.
I come now to the interpretation of Parmenides and to the connec-

tions between my veridical esti and the predicative exegesis that Alex
Mourelatos has given, in terms of the sentence frame

— is—.

8 See e.g. my discussion in Plato and the Socratic Dialogue (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), 343.
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As Alexander Nehamas once pointed out to me, the fundamental
division between interpretations of Greek ontology—whether in Par-
menides, Plato, or Aristotle—depends upon whether one takes exist-
ence or predication as the primary basis for understanding einai. And it
is precisely on this question that Alex and I are in agreement, against
those like Owen, Barnes, and Gallop who take esti in Parmenides as
existential. My veridical reading of esti and Alex’s predicative function
are both aspects of the propositional structure of language and
thought.9 What I call the ‘veridical’ value of the verb is an isolated
focus on the truth claim implicit in any predication. More precisely,
the veridical verb may refer either to the intentional content of such a
predicative claim—the fact as asserted in judgment or discourse—or to
its objective correlate, the actual fact or state of the world that makes
the claim true. Conceptually, the former presupposes the latter, as the
notion of truth claim presupposes the notion of truth. Hence, both for
idiomatic usage and for Parmenides, the primary veridical notion is
that of fact or state of aVairs, what obtains ‘out there’, independently
of what we say or think, and what makes what we say or think true or
false.10 j

9 It was only in Alex’s response at the Austin conference that I Wnally understood the
essential disagreement between his interpretation and mine. For Alex it is important that the
‘is’ of Parmenides remain an open predicational form, ‘— is—’ without quantiWcation and
without speciWcation for subject and predicate. In my interpretation the focus on truth and
reality is essential, and hence the predicational form must be understood as logically ‘closed’,
in a generalized truth claim. Alex had in fact pointed out long ago that in his view
Parmenides’ hôs estin was to be construed not as the assertion of a thesis but as a route of
inquiry proposed for consideration. See Review of Metaphysics, 22 (1969), 740–1.

10 For documentation on the veridical see Kahn, The Verb ‘Be’ in Ancient Greece (Dor-
drecht: Reidel, 1973; repr. Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 2003), 331–54. In earlier discussions
I did not make suYciently clear the logical and linguistic priority of the ‘objective’ einai for
the fact as such (for example, 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ u���æ �f º�ª�Ø�, ‘these things are as you say’), over
its ‘international’ use to characterize the true statement or truth claim (º�ª�� K��, ‘a true
account’). Some phrases are intermediate between the two: º�ª�Ø� �e K��, º�ª�Ø� �a Z��Æ,
‘give a true account’, ‘say what is so’. For an important passage which relies upon this subtle
ambiguity, see Tht. 186c–e with my discussion in Kahn, ‘Some Philosophical uses of ‘‘To Be’’
in Plato’, Phronesis, 26 (1981), 119–26 (repr. as Ch. 4 above).
That veridical einai refers primarily to fact rather than to truth claim is clear from the

occurrences in past and future tense (Kahn, The Verb ‘Be’, pp. 345–51). (This point was
suggested by a comment Sarah Broadie made at the Austin conference.)
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It½½85�� may be misleading, or at least anachronistic, for us to debate the
relative merits of the predicative, veridical, and existential interpret-
ations. For one thing, these are notions introduced from modern
grammar and logic for the sake of analytical clarity, but they may not
accurately map the functions of the Greek verb. And, furthermore,
even if we succeed in identifying distinct uses of einai in ordinary or
poetic Greek, we must recognize that what Parmenides has created in
his poem is an entirely new philosophical notion of Being, for the
expression of which the diverse functions of einai are assembled and
integrated into a complex unity.
If in previous publications I emphasized the veridical notion, that

was, Wrst of all, because it had been too often overlooked in the
interpretation of Parmenides. But there are also good historical and
philosophical reasons for preferring ‘it is so’ or ‘it is the case’ to ‘it
exists’ as a prima facie, ‘Wrst try’ reading of the syntactically isolated,
unadorned esti of fr. 2. Let me brieXy remind you of these reasons.

1. Linguistically speaking, the syntactically absolute (or ‘complete’) use of
esti and its participle in the sense of truth (as in º�ª�Ø� �e K�� in
Herodotus, º�ª�Ø� �a Z��Æ in Thucydides, 	��Ø �ÆF�Æ as a response in
Plato) is idiomatic and familiar in early Greek (and apparently continues
a prehistoric Indo-European idiom), whereas an absolute use of esti for
‘exists’ is practically unattested before the late Wfth century (except for
the special use with persons as subjects, where esti means ‘is ½½86��alive’).11 j

2. Philosophically, the justiWcation in B 2 for accepting esti and rejecting
ouk esti, because ‘you cannot know what-is-not (to mê eon)’, makes
much better sense if we read it as ‘you cannot know (gnoiês) what is
not the case’ than if we read it as ‘you cannot know what does not exist’.
Knowledge requires as its object truth, or what obtains. As Hintikka
once pointed out, the epistemic principle ‘ ‘‘M knows that p’’ entails p’
might be called Parmenides’ law. It is clearly in this sense that Plato
understands the inference, as we can see from his echo of this argument
in Republic 5: the object known must be an on, ‘for how could some-
thing that-is-not (mê on ti) be known (gnôstheiê)?’ (476e7–477a1).

11 The earliest evidence for the use of absolute esti with the meaning ‘exists’ is probably
Protagoras B 4: ‘Concerning the gods, I cannot know either that they are or that they are not
(�hŁ ‰� �N�d� �hŁ ‰� �PŒ �N���).’
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3. Finally, there is the evidence from the context of the poem: the notion of
truth is directly relevant in fr. 2, where the thesis that it is (hopôs esti) is
called ‘the path of Persuasion (Peithous esti keleuthos), for she accompanies
Truth (Alêtheiêi gar opêdei)’. The reference here to truth and persuasion or
belief (peithô) echoes the goddess’s promise in B 1 that ‘you will learn all
things’ (puthesthai, mathêseai), including ‘the unshakable heart of persua-
sive Truth’.12 As this larger context makes clear, the route of esti is the
only correct road for thought (noêsai) to travel on, precisely because it is
the route of inquiry (zêtêsis) that leads to knowledge of the truth.

I want to call attention to this strong epistemic context provided by
the proem with its emphasis on Truth, and also on persuasion or
conviction (pistis in B 1. 30) as the appropriate response to a true
account. For this context tells against the weaker ‘intentional’ reading
of eisi noêsai in B 2. 2, as the only two ways ‘that can be thought of ’.
This Burnet–Owen reading of the argument (which is reinforced by
the tendentious translation of �e º�ª�Ø� �� ���E� � K�� in B 6. 1 as ‘what
can be spoken and thought’) introduces a modal-intentional concern
with the thinkable and sayable which may be philosophically attractive
to modern ears, but which obscures Parmenides’ fundamental pre-
occupation with knowledge and truth.13 I submit that Parmenides’
urgent pursuit of knowledge in the proem, together with the goddess’s
promise of a fully reliable revelation, provides decisive evidence in
favor of the epistemic reading of B 2. 7 (‘for you cannot know what-is-
not’) and against the merely intentional reading of this verse as ‘you
cannot conceive what does not exist’.14

12 Reading IºÅŁ��Å� �P��ØŁ��� w��æ, not �PŒıŒº��� in B 1. 29.
13 For my argument against this modal reading of B 6. 1 åæc �e º�ª�Ø� �� ���E� � Ke�

	����ÆØ as ‘it is necessary that what can be spoken and thought of exist’ see Kahn, ‘Being in
Parmenides and Plato’, La Parole del Passato, 43 (1988), 260–1 (repr. as Ch. 7 above). This is
the most problematic verse in the poem, and the modal reading is the least plausible of the Wve
or six possible construals. The only natural reading of B 6. 1 is grammatically straightforward
and philosophically sound: ‘It is necessary that legein and noein be eon’ (with K�� as predicate
and 	����ÆØ as copula). Since there is nothing at all besides to eon, if legein and noein are
anything at all, they can only be eon.
In any case, as Tugendhat and others have pointed out, it is bad method to base any

interpretation on a heavily disputed passage like B 6. 1.
14 This was the reading proposed by Victor Caston at the Austin conference. Something

of this sort is required by the modal-intentional interpretation of the argument made popular
by Owen: ‘the proof of its existence is that, if it did not exist, it could not be talked or thought
about’ (Owen, ‘Eleatic Questions’, Classical Quarterly, 10 (1960), 60, citing B2).
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I continue to believe, therefore, that the veridical notion is the right
place for a reading of Parmenides’ argument to begin.15 But of course
it cannot end there. We cannot oVer ‘it is so’ as an adequate interpret-
ation of Parmenides’ esti. As I have suggested, Parmenides’ new con-
ception of Being must be seen as a complex assemblage and uniWcation
of a half dozen diVerent functions of the verb einai in Greek. These
include: j ½½87��
1. the veridical use of the verb to express the objective fact or reality

corresponding to a true statement;

2. the claim of existence for the subject;

3. the copula use, for asserting predicates of the subject;

4. the stative-durative value of ‘is’ in contrast to the kinetic-muta-
tive value of ‘becomes’;

5. the locative use with complements of place, which is often
connected with an existential nuance (as in our expression
‘there is . . . ’; so in Greek to be is to be somewhere); and

6. ‘is’ as asserting identity, which can be regarded as a special case of
predication (that is, identity construed as convertible predication,
with subject and predicate reversed): thus Parmenides’ Being is
‘the same, remaining in itself and by itself ’ (B 8. 29).

The inherent stative-durative value of the verb reinforces Parmenides’
claim that Being is unchanging, that it neither was nor will be but ‘is all
together now’ (B 8. 5). The locative function of esti as a verb of place
or station underlies Parmenides’ conception of Being as spatially
extended and continuous. The notions of location and identity con-
verge in the conception of Being as symmetrical: ‘like the bulk of a
well-rounded sphere, equally balanced from the center in every dir-
ection’ (B 8. 43–4).
From the linguistic point of view, then, Parmenides can be seen as

forging his new, metaphysical concept of Being by exploiting and

15 An essentially equivalent view is presented in the recent interpretation of Parmenides
by Edward Hussey: ‘alêtheiê, in the sense of ‘‘reality’’, is the intended subject’ of esti; ‘If alêtheiê
is thought of as a ‘‘summed state of aVairs,’’ then to say that there actually exists such a thing is
just the same as to say that it is the case’ (‘Pythagoreans and Eleatics’, in C. C.W. Taylor (ed.),
Routledge History of Philosophy, i (London/NY: Routledge, 1997), 134.
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fusing together the whole range of uses and meanings for the verb16

Hence I would object to an existential reading of esti only to the extent
that it is presented as self-suYcient, and as excluding the copula
construction. In claiming that einai is essentially a predicative verb
I mean to suggest that every philosophical use of esti—and not only in
Parmenides—is potentially predicative. That is why the notion of
existence can be so misleading as a basis for interpretation. In English
(and in most modern languages) existence and predication are thought
of as mutually exclusive, since an expression like ‘it exists’ does not
admit the copula construction. If we think of an existential use in this
sense, as excluding a predicative complement, such uses of einai are
probably not to be found in Greek.
My view of einai as always potentially predicative gets strong support

from an important study by Lesley Brown.17 In a critical review of the
notion of an ‘incomplete use’ of the verb introduced by G. E. L.
Owen, Brown points out that verbs do not divide into one-place
and two-place predicates, as relations do. As she puts it (following
Anthony Kenny), verbs can exhibit ‘variable polyadicity’ (p. 54).
Brown argues that it is therefore a mistake to think of a ‘complete
use’ of einai as one that excludes a predicative complement. Her model
for a complete use is

Jane teaches.

which allows (but does not require) a syntactic complement such as
‘Jane teaches French’ or ‘Jane teaches mathematics’. Similarly, Brown
suggests, in Plato’s Greek ‘X is’ always allows a complement ‘X is Y,’
without change of meaning for the verb. And hence (I add) it is
misleading to translate a complete or absolute use of esti by English
‘exists’, precisely because the latter excludes the predicative construc-
tion which the former allows. (There is an additional discrepancy
between esti and ‘exists’, to be speciWed below.) By contrast, our
locution ‘there is’, which implies or suggests existence, easily admits
a complement: ‘There is an X (which is) Y ’. So in Greek, every

16 For a fuller statement of this view see Kahn, ‘Being in Parmenides and Plato’, pp. 249–51
(repr. as Ch. 7 above).

17 ‘Being in the Sophist: A Syntactical Enquiry’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 4
(1986), 49–70.
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absolute or quasi-existential use of einai can be thought of as awaiting
further speciWcation; that is, as pregnant with the copula construction.
Corresponding to this syntactic diVerence between ‘exists’ and a

‘complete’ use of esti is a semantic discrepancy that is more diYcult to
specify. The Xavor of this distinction is suggested j ½½88��by Vlastos’s obser-
vation that existence does not admit of degrees, it is all or nothing;18

whereas ‘being’ in Greek allows of more and less, as in Plato’s notion of
ontôs on and in his distinction between to mê on and to mêdamôs on. The
gap between ‘exists’ and the strong use of esti also shows up in Plato’s
lack of interest in what Brown calls ‘the Pegasus point’: the possibility
of true predications for nonexistent subjects. She suggests that Plato’s
failure to make this point is due to the fact that ‘he cannot distinguish
non-existence from not being anything at all.’19

I would put it more charitably. In Plato’s Greek ‘X is Y ’ entails ‘X
is’, whereas in English ‘Pegasus is a mythic creature’ does not entail
‘Pegasus exists’. Hence Plato’s ‘complete’ use of esti (with no comple-
ment supplied or presupposed) is not correctly rendered by ‘exists’.20

For Plato, any subject under discussion is a being: any ti is an on.21 We
might say that, for better or worse, Plato simply lacks our notion of
existence—the notion illustrated in a denial of existence for Pegasus or
Santa Claus. Aristotle does show more interest in nonexistent subjects
like centaurs and goat-stags, but it is not clear that anything in his
distinction between einai haplôs and einai kata ti corresponds to our
notion of existence.22

The compatibility and union between existential force and copula
construction, which I claim is typical of the Greek verb, can be
illustrated by some familiar philosophical examples. The background

18 ‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’, in R. Bambrough (ed.), New Essays on Plato and Aristotle
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1965), repr. in Platonic Studies (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1973), 65.

19 ‘Being in the Sophist’, 61 n. 16.
20 See also J. Malcolm, ‘Plato’s Analysis of to on and to mê on’, Phronesis, 12 (1967), 130–46.
21 Sophist 237c–d; Parmenides 132b7–c1. A. A. Long andD. N. Sedley suggest that the Stoic

distinction between ti (something) and on (being) makes the latter equivalent to ‘exists’ (The
Hellenistic Philosophers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), i. 163–4), I believe
therewill still be a diVerence, but the Stoic distinction is clearly incompatiblewith Plato’s usage.

22 See Lesley Brown’s discussion of the Aristotle passages in ‘The Verb ‘‘To Be’’ in Greek
Philosophy: Some Remarks’, in Steven Everson (ed.), Companions to Ancient Thought, iii
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 233–6.
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is provided by Homer’s reference to the gods as theoi aien eontes, ‘the
gods who are (or live) forever’. (I would count this as a quasi-existen-
tial use of the verb.) It is this Homeric formula that Heraclitus is
echoing when he speaks in B 30 of the kosmos which ‘always was
and is and will be—everliving Wre’: ên aei kai estin kai estai pur aeizôon.
Here the three occurrences of the verb (ên kai estin kai estai) must be
construed twice, Wrst as complete or quasi-existential with aei (the
kosmos is forever, like the gods), and then as copula with pur aeizôon.
The grammar of the verb is the same in the Symposium, when Plato’s
Diotima introduces the Beautiful itself. The description begins with
the Homeric formula for a being ‘which is forever (aei on), neither
coming-to-be nor perishing . . . not beautiful in one respect, ugly in
another . . . not being somewhere (pou on) . . . but itself by itself being
forever uniform (monoeides aei on)’ (211a–b).23 Here the existential,
locative, and ordinary copula uses of the verb practically coincide.
Plato is of course following not Heraclitus but Parmenides, in the

grammar of einai as in the metaphysics of Being. Thus in Parmenides
B 8, which introduces the signposts marking the way that it is, the verb
occurs four times in the Wrst three lines.

����� 
 	�Ø �FŁ�� ‹
�E�

º�����ÆØ ‰� 	��Ø�· �Æ��ÅØ 
 K�d ���Æ� 	Æ�Ø

��ººa ��º , ‰� Iª��Å��� Ke� ŒÆd I��º�Łæ�� K��Ø�.

In these verses a modern commentator may classify the Wrst occurrence
as existential or veridical (‰� 	��Ø�), the second as locative-existential
(�Æ��ÅØ 
 K�d ���Æ� 	Æ�Ø), the third and fourth as copulative
(Iª��Å��� Ke� ŒÆd I��º�Łæ�� K��Ø�). But an ancient reader would
probably recognize only more or less emphatic uses of a single verb
with a single (unanalyzed) meaning. j
The½½89�� same failure to respect the distinctions that modern grammar

and logic would impose on uses of einai is also characteristic of the
passage in which Plato introduces his most systematic discussion of the
problems of Being and Not-Being. In Sophist 237c–238c to mê on and ta
onta are at Wrst presented in what seem to be complete or ‘existential’

23 I�d k� ŒÆd �h�� ªØª������� �h�� I��ºº������ . . . �P �BØ �b� ŒÆº��, �BØ 
 ÆN�åæ�� . . .
�P
� ��ı k� K� ���æøØ �Ø�Ø, �x�� K� Ç�øØ j K� �PæÆ�HØ j 	� �øØ ¼ººøØ, Iºº ÆP�e ŒÆŁ Æ��e ��Ł
Æ���F �����Ø
b� I�d Z� (Smp. 211a1–b2).
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uses. It is in this syntactically complete form that the Parmenidean
principle is enunciated, that to mê on, ‘what-is-not’, cannot be applied
to or combined with to on, ‘what-is’ (237c). Apparent violations of this
rule are then introduced where the construction of the verb is Wrst
unmistakably copulative (‘it is unthinkable and unsayable’ at 238c10,
238e6) and, second, veridical (at 241a1 false statement is described as
‘saying mê einai of ta onta and saying einai of ta mê onta’). In order to
avoid incoherence and contradiction, the Eleatic Stranger insists that
they must refute Parmenides and force the conclusion ‘that Not-Being
is in some respect (hôs esti kata ti) and that Being in turn in some way is
not (hôs ouk esti pêi)’ (241d6). No doubt the long discussion that follows
will illustrate or imply some important distinctions, and these may or
may not correspond to distinctions we want to draw between diVerent
uses of einai. But the problem—as Plato deWnes it—is not to distin-
guish uses of einai, but to make clear how one can correctly combine
the negative and positive constructions of the verb so as to give a
coherent account of true and false statement. It is not at all obvious that
Plato found it either necessary or desirable to make our distinctions
between existence and predication, between predication and identity,
or between any of these and the veridical use of einai for being-so or
being-the-case. (Aristotle does, of course, make some of the relevant
distinctions. His scheme of categories analyzes various predicative
functions of einai, and in Metaph. ˜. 7 he distinguishes this from the
veridical use. But Aristotle nowhere recognizes an existential use as
such. Does he ever distinguish an is of identity?)
I want to defend Parmenides’ positive account of Being as a coher-

ent, uniWed vision.24 And I think his refutation of coming-to-be is
formally impeccable, once one accepts the½½90�� j premise (which Plato will

24 At the Austin conference Victor Caston objected that the veridical (even when
construed objectively, as fact rather than truth claim) was incompatible with the other uses
of einai, since its subject must be something with propositional structure, whereas the other
uses normally take individual entities or things as subject. This parallels David Gallop’s
objection: a fact or state of aVairs ‘seems to be of the wrong logical type to serve as the
bearer of such attributes as ‘‘ungenerable,’’ ‘‘imperishable,’’ ‘‘whole,’’ and ‘‘immovable’’ . . .
What the goddess seems to be talking about is not a fact or state of aVairs but a thing with
certain attributes’ (‘ ‘‘Is’’ or ‘‘Is Not’’?’, Monist, 62 (1979), 66).
I think the best answer is to refer to Wolfgang Mann’s recent book, The Discovery of Things

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), which shows how great an innovation it
was for Aristotle to introduce the ‘common sense’ ontology of things with attributes. And
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deny) that esti and ouk esti are mutually exclusive, like p and not-p. And
it is precisely this assimilation of the ‘is or is not’ dichotomy to a law of
logic—to ‘p or not-p’—that accounts for the extraordinary eVective-
ness of Parmenides’ argument, its acceptance by the Wfth-century
cosmologists, and the diYculty that Plato encountered in answering it.
However, if the rich, positive account of Being that results from

Parmenides’ amalgamation of the entire range of uses and meanings of
einai turns out to be a long-term success (as the fruitful ancestor of
ancient atomism, Platonic Forms, and the metaphysics of eternal Being
in western theology), the corresponding negation in Not-Being is a
conceptual nightmare. Depending on which function of einai is being
denied, to mê on can represent either negative predication, falsehood,
nonidentity, nonexistence, or nonentity—that is to say, nothing at all.
The fallacy in Parmenides’ argument lies not in the cumulation of
positive attributes for Being but in the confused union of these various
modes of negation in the single conception of ‘what-is-not’. That is
why Plato saw Wt to criticize his great predecessor with respect to the
notion of Not-Being, while making positive use of the Parmenidean
notion of Being.

even Aristotle, who does in principle distinguish predicative from veridical uses, does not
always respect that distinction in technical contexts (notably in the discussion of ei estin
questions in APo. II). In general, Greek philosophers are not sensitive to the distinction
between propositional and nonpropositional subjects of einai.
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Postscript on Parmenides

Parmenides was my Wrst love in philosophy. I had once thought to
write a book on Parmenides, but there always seemed to be too many
unsolved problems. I conclude these essays by returning to three
problems that do seem soluble, and that do not involve the concept
of Being: Parmenides’ relation to natural philosophy, the direction of
the chariot ride in his proem, and the epistemic preference for Fire.

1. Parmenides and physics

Parmenides belongs, with Heraclitus, to the second wave of Greek
philosophers, those whose work (at the end of the sixth or beginning
of the Wfth century) can take for granted the existence of a new
naturalistic cosmology. The investigation of nature (peri phuseôs historia)
that had begun in Miletus was then spreading throughout the Greek
world. Heraclitus and Parmenides have in common some version of
the new natural philosophy, by reference to which they can deWne
their own philosophical views. But neither Heraclitus nor Parmenides
is primarily a practitioner of this new enterprise of explaining the
world in quasi-scientiWc terms. Both can best be seen as spectators
and commentators on the new worldview. Heraclitus has thought
about physics, but also about life and death. He has investigated the
nature of things, but he has also investigated himself. Thus he has
integrated the new conception of nature into a much larger view of the
meaning of life and death, the human and the divine.
Parmenides’ relationship to the new natural philosophy is more

complex. On the one hand, he introduces a view of Being that stands



outside of the cosmological tradition; but in the second part of
the poem he presents a detailed cosmology of the Milesian type.
Parmenides’ cosmology is not strictly Ionian; it has certain distinctive
features (such as transmigration) that mark it as belonging to the
western or Pythagorean branch of the tradition. But Parmenides’
metaphysical innovation is designed to undermine both the western
and Ionian versions of cosmology: the whole enterprise has now been
demoted to the rank of untrustworthy ‘opinions of mortals’.
It is Parmenides’ account of Being, in part 1 of the poem, that

serves as point of departure for the metaphysics of Plato and
Aristotle. But initially, in the Wfth century, it is Parmenides’ physical
theory, the doctrine of elements outlined in part 2 of the poem, that
provides the pattern for Anaxagoras, Empedocles, and the atomists. It
is Parmenides who introduces the new concept of element, as a basis
for explaining the world of change by the mixing and unmixing
of fundamental constituents, themselves immune to change. The
argument against coming-to-be and perishing in part 1 has as its
response the development of an element theory in part 2: a theory of
what survives change. Parmenides’ metaphysics thus provides the basis
for his physics.
Parmenides presents this theory of two elements, Fire and Night, in

the context of a detailed cosmology. Because of our almost total
ignorance of the western tradition before Parmenides, it is impossible
for us to evaluate the degree of originality in Parmenides’ own cos-
mology. I assume that the old Cornford–Raven attempt to reconstruct
an earlier Pythagorean view from Parmenides’ text (a view that
Parmenides would be reacting against) no longer has any supporters.
The method of reconstruction was circular; and the illusion of an early
Pythagorean doctrine, constructed by inference from Parmenides’
text, has been eVectively destroyed by the critical work of Walter
Burkert. We must simply accept the fact that Parmenides’ cosmology
is the earliest known example of the Italian tradition.
We can only guess how much of his own life Parmenides had

devoted to the study of nature, how much of his cosmology he has
taken over from his unknown predecessors. A striking fact is that his
poem is the Wrst Greek text to report two important scientiWc discov-
eries. One is to identify the Morning Star with the Evening Star;
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in other words, to recognize the planet Venus (Diels-Kranz A 1. 23; A
40a.). This identity had been known in Babylon for many centuries,
but it is unknown to Hesiod, and it is not mentioned in any Greek text
before Parmenides. Parmenides’ other innovation is more momen-
tous: he realizes that the moon’s light is dependent on light from the
sun (B 14–15). This is practically equivalent to recognizing that lunar
eclipse is due to the shadow of the earth—a discovery usually attrib-
uted to Anaxagoras. Was Parmenides himself practicing observational
astronomy? Is he personally responsible for either of these two
scientiWc breakthroughs? We simply do not know. But we may rea-
sonably conclude that if Parmenides himself was not doing original
work in astronomy, he was at least acquainted with the best knowledge
of his time. To that extent, part 2 of his poem represents a genuine
contribution to early Greek natural philosophy or protoscience.
Nietzsche once suggested that Parmenides in his early years was a
student of astronomy and physics and had worked out his own cos-
mology, before undergoing something like a metaphysical conversion
to the higher knowledge of Being (Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the
Greeks, sec. 9). This is an attractive story, since it accounts for the full
development of a physical theory in the second part of the poem.
Nevertheless, Parmenides denies the attribute of truth to this elab-

orate cosmology. He continues to pursue natural philosophy, but only
as the way of doxa, deWned by contrast with the way of Truth which is
the way of Being. This Truth-versus-Doxa dichotomy provides
Parmenides with an epistemic framework within which the Ionian
cosmology can be reinterpreted. Seen within this framework, what we
call science or protoscience is no more than deceptive appearance, ‘the
opinions of mortals, in which there is no true trust’ (B 1. 31).
Parmenides’ cosmology is intended to be the best of its kind, ‘so that
no view of mortals will ever surpass’ it (B 8. 61), a claim twice echoed
by Plato in the Timaeus (29c7, 48d3). But despite its powerful structure
as the Wrst element theory and despite its rich empirical detail, this
cosmology is oVered only as unreliable ‘opinions of mortals’, presented
in a ‘deceptive ordering (kosmos) of verses’ (frag. 8. 52), with a punning
reference to the deceptive notion of a physical kosmos. Nevertheless,
the inclusion in the poem of such a full-scale exercise in peri physeôs
historia establishes Parmenides’ unmistakable continuity with the
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Ionian tradition. His radically new view is designed not to replace but
to reevaluate the naturalist enterprise by subordinating it to his more
profound vision of Truth and Reality (alêtheia, 1. 29). At the same
time, by giving to physics an explanatory foundation in permanent
elements, Parmenides transforms the Ionian study of nature into
something approaching the form of a modern scientiWc theory, the
model for later reductive theories such as atomism. Once again,
Parmenides’ gift to physics is a direct result of his metaphysics.
It remains to be seen if Parmenides, or anyone else, could give a

coherent account of the nature of the physical world according to
the radical dualism of his dichotomy between Truth and Opinion. If
the physical opposition of Fire and Night is the result of a mistake
made by mortals, who are thus responsible for producing the world
of doxa, why or how could mortals exist in the Wrst place? The
ontological status of the world of appearance must remain problem-
atic, unless it is supported by a derivation from Being. That is why
Plato chose to revise Parmenides’ doctrine by recognizing an inter-
mediate realm of Becoming, which participates in Being and hence
both is and is not.

2. The direction of the chariot ride
in the proem

Until recently the cognitive preference for light over night in the
cosmology has led most commentators to assume that the emphatic
phrase K� ç��� in line 10 of the proem was intended to present the
allegorical voyage of the kouros as a voyage from darkness into light.
Furthermore, this view of a pervasive light–night symbolism seemed
conWrmed by the fact that the kouros is escorted by Sun Maidens who
have just left behind them the halls of Night (l. 9). But this long-
standing interpretation of the proem was challenged by J. S. Morrison
in a 1955 article1 claiming that Parmenides’ voyage was better under-
stood as a katabasis, an initiation into the mysteries of the underworld.

1 ‘Parmenides and Er’, Journal of Hellenic Studies, 75 (1955), 59–68.
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Since then articles by Walter Burkert2 and David Furley3 have sup-
ported Morrison’s suggestion, and established a new trend against the
reading of the proem as a voyage from darkness to light. (Burkert argues
that the direction of the chariot ride is neither up nor down but
horizontal: ‘the Beyond lies neither above or below but simply very,
very far away’, p. 15.) A recent discussion of this question by Mitchell
Miller4 argues for a deliberate ambiguity. Against the view of Alexander
Mourelatos and others that Parmenides leaves the topography of the
journey ‘blurred beyond recognition’, Miller Wnds ‘a clear, and clearly
contradictory, double sense’ for the direction of the chariot ride (p. 23
n. 39). Parmenides, he thinks, wants to have it both ways.
There is some basis for Miller’s claim of ambiguity. If Parmenides

had wanted to make the path of the chariot ride unmistakably clear,
there would be no room for disagreement on this matter between
good scholars. In fact Parmenides has created his own mythical land-
scape, with mixed topography, and some features are suggestive of the
underworld. But as an indication of direction, the notion of a katabasis
cannot be correct. I will endeavor to show that this interpretation
misconstrues both the imagery and the symbolism of the proem.
There are a dozen references to motion in the proem but only one

speciWcation of where all this movement is going. That is the phrase K�
ç���, ‘to the light’ in verse 10. There is no counterbalancing indication
of a movement downwards or into darkness. It is true that, in its
immediate context, the phrase K� ç��� refers directly to the movement
of the Heliades leaving the halls of Night (as Morrison and others have
insisted). But the function of the daughters of the Sun, and their
motive in leaving the house of Night, is to lead the kouros somewhere.
Where are they leading him? There is no other direction indicated,
either for the Heliades or for the chariot or for the horses that draw it.
In the Wrst Wve verses of the proem the verb ç�æ�Ø� occurs 4 times, the

2 ‘Das Proömium des Parmenides und die Katabasis des Pythagoras’, Phronesis, 14 (1969),
1–30.

3 ‘Notes on Parmenides’, in E. N. Lee et al. (eds.), Exegesis and Argument (Assen: Von
Gorcum, 1973), 1–15.

4 ‘Ambiguity and Transport: ReXections on the Proem to Parmenides’ Poem’, Oxford
Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 30 (2006), 1–47.
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verbs ƒŒ���Ø�, �����Ø�, ¼ª�Ø�, and �ª�������Ø� each once. That makes
8 verbs of motion in 5 verses. An alert reader must ask: Where is all this
motion going? Where does the ‘way of the goddess’ lead? A hint
comes with the participle ÆNŁ������ for the axle blazing in the wheel
(v. 7), to be echoed a few lines later by ÆNŁ�æØÆØ for the gates themselves
(v. 13). A second, stronger hint is given by the identity of the Heliades
(in verse 9), the daughters of the Sun who will know how to guide the
chariot on the sun’s path. The signiWcant parallel to Phaethon was
pointed out long ago by Bowra; according to that story, the Heliades
helped Phaethon set oV on his ill-fated journey with the chariot of the
Sun.5 The parallel would suggest that Parmenides’ kouros is also trav-
eling through the sky, on a path like that of the sun. And the one and
only deWnite answer to the question ‘Where is all this going?’ comes in
the words K� ç��� in the emphatic initial position at the beginning of
verse 10. This speciWes, Wrst of all, the movement of the Heliades out
of the halls of Night. But where are the Heliades going? If they
immediately drop their veils, that is presumably a signal that they are
now at home, having left their overnight visit in the halls of Night.6

Their home is of course the realm of the sun, the realm of light. And it
is precisely there (	�ŁÆ v. 11) that the gates are to be found, the gates
that are ÆNŁ�æØÆØ—aloft, in the sky. There is no hint so far of any
movement except upwards, into the sky (ÆNŁ�æ) and into the light. If,
narrowly construed, the phrase K� ç��� modiWes only the movement
of the Heliades out of the halls of Night, in rhetorical terms, coming as
it does in the strong initial position of verse 10, this phrase speciWes all
the movement of the Wrst 10 lines. That is why, until recently, all
commentators have understood Parmenides’ journey as a voyage into
the light.
Why then do some readers now look for a katabasis, a voyage down

into the underworld? There is no basis for this, as far as I can see, in the
Wrst ten verses of the proem. (The halls of Night have been mentioned

5 C. M. Bowra, ‘The Proem of Parmenides’, in Problems in Greek Poetry (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1953), 38–53 (1st pub. in Classical Philology, 32 (1937), 97–112). This is still the
best discussion of the proem.

6 So rightly A. H. Coxon: ‘The Heliades ‘‘push back their mantillas from their heads’’ and
increase their speed because they have reached the light which is their natural habitation’
(The Fragments of Parmenides (Dover, NH: Van Gorcum, 1986), 161).
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in verse 9, but only as a place that the Heliades have left behind.) It is
only in verse 11 that supporters of the katabasis reading can begin to
Wnd references to the underworld, Wrst in the Hesiodic associations of
the introductory 	�ŁÆ in verse 11, together with the designation of the
gates through which the kouros must pass as ‘the gates of the paths of
Night and Day’. Thus Morrison claims: ‘The mention of the house of
Night, and of ‘‘the gates of the paths of Day and Night’’ with their
threshold, enables us to identify the place as the familiar region of
poetic tradition about the underworld.’7 But this is special pleading.
The house of Night is mentioned here only as left behind.8 The
emphatic 	�ŁÆ, ‘There!’, introducing the gates at the beginning of
verse 11 is to be located not by its occurrence in the Theogony but by
its context in Parmenides’ proem. Furthermore, according to Odyssey
10. 86, the ‘paths of Day and Night’ are not found in the underworld
but simply very far away, in the land of the Laistrygonians. The gates
themselves are here said to be ÆNŁ�æØÆØ, ‘celestial’ or in the sky (ÆNŁ�æ).
Nothing in the proem points to a subterranean location. Some of
Parmenides’ mysterious language is reminiscent of Hesiod’s account
of the underworld, but with a diVerence. Thus Hesiod’s underworld
threshold is made of bronze, Parmenides’ threshold is of stone (º�Ø���
�P
��, v. 12). Dikê as gatekeeper is not to be found in Hesiod’s
underworld; on the contrary, Hesiod in the Erga has Dikê seated
next to Zeus in Olympus. Clearly Parmenides is creating his own
mythical landscape for his own mythical chariot ride, using as raw
material whatever in the poetic tradition suits his purpose. But that
Parmenides’ chariot is not traveling underground or into any cave but
aloft, through the sky, is Wrst suggested by the parallel to Phaethon
with the company of the Heliades, and then guaranteed by the de-
scription of the gates through which he must pass as ÆNŁ�æØÆØ (v. 13).9

7 J. S. Morrish, ‘Parmenides and Er’, Journal of Historical Studies, 75 (1955), 59.
8 The text does not support Furley’s suggestion that the Sun Maidens ‘come to meet

Parmenides and take him back home with them—back into the House of Night’ (Exegesis
and Argument, p. 2). I can Wnd no evidence for this return trip. On the contrary, if the
Heliades were heading right back into the House of Night, why would they remove their
veils on leaving it?

9 Miller and others have seen Hesiodic associations in the å���Æ that appears when the
gates Xy open in v. 18, recalling the deep pit of Tartarus in Theogony 740. But ‘chasms’ are not
necessarily in the underworld. Morrison himself draws the parallel with the double set of
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The mythology of the proem comes to an end when the goddess
greets the kouros and assures him that his celestial chariot ride is
approved by Themis and Dikê—he was not, like Phaethon, sent on
his way by a ��EæÆ ŒÆŒ� (1. 26)! What follows the meeting is no longer
myth but a revelation of Truth. Of course the mythical language of the
epic persists throughout the poem, borne by the hexameter form. But
the kouros and his chariot have no role to play after the proem.
From the literary point of view, the proem focusses on two points:

the driving eVort and passion of the journey, and the formidable solidity
of the gates that must be opened and entered. It is natural to see these
two points as allegory for the intellectual passion (Łı���) of Parmenides’
inquiry into truth, and for the diYculty of his intellectual breakthrough
into the conception of Being as presented in the body of the poem.
Should we (with many commentators) see in the journey of the kouros a
reXection of some personal occasion of enlightenment on Parmenides’
part, a genuine experience of being transported into a higher cognitive
realm? Of course the text itself cannot guarantee what lies behind it in
the author’s own life. Still, the radical nature of his claims, in both
ontology and epistemology, and the acute sense of distance from the
views of ordinary mortals strongly suggest that Parmenides himself had
had the powerful experience of a revolutionary insight, which he has
chosen to present to us in this imaginative form.
As far as I can see, there is no real parallel to this proem in the

literature of archaic Greece. The notion of poetry as divine revelation
is of course common from Homer on, and Hesiod has described his
own meeting with the Muses on Helicon. But Hesiod’s description is
given as a naturalistic report, not as a mystic chariot ride. Empedocles
claims to be divine, but he does not report supernatural experiences.
The chariot of song is familiar as a poetic device, but not as a personal
narrative. There may well have been closer parallels in the lost reve-
lation literature of the sixth or early Wfth century. But my guess is that
Parmenides was as daring and unprecedented in his construction of the
proem as he was in the doctrine of the poem itself.

å���Æ�Æ in the myth of Er, one pair going into the heavens, one pair into the earth (Rep. 10.
614c–d). And the paradoxical phrase å��� IåÆ��� may have the eVect of neutralizing any
Hesiodic associations.
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Without the natural poetic gift of Xenophanes or Empedocles,
Parmenides has nevertheless chosen to use the medium of epic poetry
rather than the new prose of Ionian philosophy, presumably because
he has something to say of more general importance than could be
expressed in a purely technical treatise. Furthermore, he has enhanced
the traditional authority of the epic genre by this elaborate narrative of
a special revelation. Whether or not the proem reXects a deWnite
personal experience, it certainly articulates a claim to special know-
ledge. At the same time, the mystical or magical character of the
opening narrative is designed to prepare the way for an entirely
rational message. It is in this sense that the proem is allegorical. The
physical details are worked out with great care, but we are not asked to
believe that Parmenides (or anyone else) was physically transported in a
chariot escorted by the daughters of the Sun.
It is because the proem is so carefully crafted that it seems important

to get an accurate view of the direction of Parmenides’ journey. The
recent interpretation of his trip as a katabasis fails to do justice to the
uniWed light imagery of the poem as a whole, and also to the essential
rationality of its message. It is not the shadowy region of the under-
world and the darkness of �f� I
Æ��, ‘unknowing Night’, but the
bright light of the ÆNŁ�æ, the sunlit sky, that symbolizes Parmenides’
passion for the Truth and the goal of his chariot ride. (Why would he
need a chariot to go underground?) That is why his guides are daugh-
ters of the Sun, his axle is blazing (ÆNŁ������), the gates are celestial
(ÆNŁ�æØÆØ), and he is being led towards the light (K� ç���). It is probably
no accident that the poem describes the traveler as an �N
g� çH�, a
‘knowing mortal’ (verse 3); that is, as a person qualiWed for revelation,
with a play on the meaning of ç��� as light. (The pun is paralleled in
fragment 14, where the Homeric verse-ending Iºº��æØ�� çH� for an
alien mortal alludes to the borrowed light of the moon.) Thus the light
imagery of the proem is, from the beginning, associated with the
positive notion of knowledge, just as the negative Wgure of night is
later associated with silence and ignorance. All of this is turned upside
down if we construe Parmenides’ chariot ride as a katabasis.
This conclusion will be conWrmed in the following discussion of a

notorious crux in a later fragment.
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3. The epistemic preference for Fire

��æça� ªaæ ŒÆ��Ł���� 
�� ª���Æ� O����Ç�Ø�

�H� ��Æ� �P åæ��� K��Ø�, K� tØ ���ºÆ�Å����Ø �N���

B. 8. 53–4
Mortals have made up their mind to name two forms, one of which it is not
right (to name), in which they have gone astray.

Much ingenuity has been expended in the attempt to make �H� ��Æ�
here mean something other than what it says; namely, that mortals were
wrong to name one of these two forms. The statement is of course paradox-
ical, since the two forms of Fire (or Light) and Night are deWned as
opposites and apparently as logically dependent on one another. It would
seem that either both forms are right or both are wrong. This poses
a serious problem of interpretation. But the rule of good method
for a diYcult text is the same here as for fragments 3 and 6. 1 (discussed
above, pp. 163, 189–91): Wrst let the text say what it does seem to say, and
then try to make sense of it. Once one begins to play with alternative
construals of the syntax (as commentators have tended to do with these
diYcult passages), the enterprise of interpretation is in danger of becom-
ing arbitrary. Instead of extracting a meaning from the text, we impose
one upon it.
Given what the verse says, we must ask what reason Parmenides

could have had for identifying mortal error with one of the forms rather
than with both. There is a clue in the properties attributed to the two
forms in the following verses: ‘to one form they assigned a blazing Wre
of Xame, being mild, immensely light, the same with itself in every
way, but not the same as the other; but the other in itself opposed,
unknowing night, a dense and heavy frame’ (trans. after Coxon). The
negative associations of night are emphasized here by identifying night
with ignorance (I
Æ��); light, on the other hand, is favored as a gentle
being (X�Ø�� Z�, 8. 57) and characterized by one of the properties of
Being itself (‘the same with itself in every way’, echoing the symmetry
of what-is in 8. 42–9). Furthermore, one of the epithets of Wre repeats
the term ÆNŁ�æØ�� that appeared twice in the proem. We have seen the
importance of this epithet.
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Following these hints, we can recognize Night as the form it was not
right to name. The epithet I
Æ�� applied here to Night reXects the
ignorance of mortals in introducing this form. That does not mean that
the other form, Light or Fire, is identical with true Being. The intro-
duction of Night transforms Being into the less pure form of Fire.
(Although Fire is the positive representative of Being, it is not true
Being once it is relativized by opposition to Night, and thus becomes
an object of the senses rather than of nous.) But the two verses quoted do
imply that the positive form points in the right direction. In the second
part of the poem we are of course within the deceptive cosmology of
mortal error. But we can say that, within this cosmology, Light reXects
the principle of truth and knowledge. Thus Light serves as both the
symbolical and the physical representative of Being within the world of
mortal opinion and perception. (So correctly Aristotle Met. 987a1:
‘Parmenides ranks the hot with Being, the other principle with Not-
Being’.) Theophrastus reports that this asymmetry between the two
forms was developed systematically in a lost passage on cognition:
‘thought becomes better and purer because of the hot. . . .He says the
corpse does not perceive light and heat and sound because of the loss of
Wre, but it perceives cold and silence and the opposites’ (A 46 in Diels-
Kranz). And the surviving fragment on cognition (B 16) conWrms, for the
world of physics and sensation, the identity between thought and its
object expressed in fragments 3 and 8. 34: ‘Thus mind (����) for humans
is the same as what it thinks (çæ����Ø), the nature of human limbs’. As the
corpse thinks only darkness, so the �N
g� çH�, the knowing mortal, will
think mostly light.10

10 See Vlastos’s paper, ‘Parmenides’ Theory of Knowledge’, TAPA, 77 (1946), 66–77
(repr. in his Studies in Greek Philosophy, Vol. 1) for a full discussion of the epistemological
implications of the light symbolism.
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