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Review Parmenides

• Parmenides is a critical figure because
• Philosophers were fascinated by this challenge to the reliability of our sense 

experience and…
• …they were intent to show how reason and our sense experience could be 

harmonized without dismissing our experience as a mere illusion.



Review Parmenides

• Question: Why did Parmenides say “change was impossible”?
• If  it is, then it already is and cannot come into existence.
• If it is not, then it cannot come to be because nothing comes from nothing
• (Importantly, recognize that these are the ONLY two starting options Parmenides 

gives us: ”it is” or ”it is not”
• His focus on the “What is” and the unintelligibility of the “What is not” 

leads to some definite characteristics of the fundamental stuff.
• Indivisible (8.23) ______________     _|_|_|_|_|_|_|_|
• Complete (8.24)
• Immovable, unchanging, and continuous” (8.25)
• Eternal and necessary (8.30)
• Infinite or finite?

• Parmenides sometimes seems to suggest “finite“, but this is hard to understand, and his
student Melissus insisted that it must be “infinite“

Finite?
What’s out here?
Can’t be nothing, must be 
more something



Zeno Shows that Motion is Absurd

Arrow

Will the arrow every reach the target?
In order to reach the target it must first cross the midpoint

Arrow

Arrow

Arrow

If a line can be infinitely divided, then the arrow 
will never reach the target because there is always 
another midpoint it must cross.



Anaxagoras

• Bio Info 
• Born Clazomenae in Asia Minor, probably born around 500BCE
• Probably Persian rather than Greek
• Came to Athens in 480/479
• First philosopher to settle in Athens
• Pericles (a great Greek Politician) was a student of Anaxagoras
• Predicted the fall of a Meteorite in 467



Anaxagoras

• 1) The first thing to note is that Anaxagoras takes the position of 
Parmenides very seriously.
• Copelston 66: "Anaxagoras … accepted the theory of Parmenides that 

Being neither comes into being nor passes away, but is unchangeable"
• In other words, Anaxagoras agrees whole-heartedly that "nothing comes 

from nothing.”
• 2) The second thing to note is that Anaxagoras is NOT content dismiss or 

sense experience of reality as a mere illusion. Thus he wants to find a way 
through the Paradox posed by Parmenides.
• So, how does he try to avoid Parmenides’ conclusion that change is an 

illusion?



The Stuff

• Instead of saying the world is ONE undivided thing. He says the world 
eternally contains everything in an infinite plurality in various sizes 
and shapes.
• The first thing Anaxagoras does is divide the world into two classes of 

things.
• 1) Those things that are underived and ultimate
• 2) Those things that are derived and non-ultimate.
• There is a test for this.
• If you cut something in half, do you have just have two pieces of the 

same thing. If you do, it is "underived" and "ultimate".



“All things were together” (Fragment 1 and 4)

fragment 1, p. 
102: "…because 

all things were 
together, nothing 

was evident on 
account of 

smallness for air 
and Aither

dominated all 
things"

fragment 4, p. 103: 
"…before there was 
separation off, 
because all things 
were together, there 
was not even any 
color evident; for 
the mixture of all 
things prevented 
it…" 



Separating Off
See fragment 6
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Responding to Parmenides

• Question: How might this theory allow him to agree with Parmenides 
that nothing every changes; nothing every goes in or out of existence 
and also explain our experience of change?
• Question: Why might Parmenides not be entirely happy with this 

solution? What problem might he raise?



Ordered and Intelligible Separating Off

• What explains the motion, arrangement, and proportion of these 
ultimate and underived particles?
• Why is this ”separating off” ordered and intelligible?
• Question: What is Anaxagoras' answer to this?
• [Nous Fragments] frag 12-14
• While we've already seen Heraclitus hint at this with his idea of the 
Logos to explain the order in change, Anaxagoras is generally credited 
with being the first philosopher to attribute the direction and control 
of change to something called "Mind" or nous.



In Sum

• Anaxagoras is remembered (as we will see when we read Plato) 
primarily for introduction of "mind" as an organizing principle of the 
material world, such the material stuff is not a sufficient explanation 
of the material world that we know and experience. 
• Like the logos of Heraclitus, MIND, understanding, or intelligence 

somehow "stands apart" from the material even though the material 
cannot be explained without it.



The Atomists 

• Leucippus and Democritus
• Anaxagoras “plurality” is appealing, but also disappointing. We’ve lost 

the idea of a single underlying material explanation
• Atomists are looking for something similar to the Monist position, but 

with the kind explanatory sophistication that Anaxagoras offers.



The Atomists

• One type of the thing; the “Atom”
• But it comes it different shape and sizes.
• The varying “Arrangement” of this single stuff explains the change 

and diversity we see. 
• See Fragment 3 and 4 (p. 111)



The Atomists and the Void

• Question: But why might Parmenides be just as dissatisfied 
with the Atomists position as he would be with the position 
of Anaxagoras?
• How can these atoms move and re-arrange without their 

being “non-atom space” to move into. But what is the space? 
It must be something, and therefore, if atoms are everything 
that exists, it must be more atoms. 
• To avoid this problem, Atomists acknowledge the need for 

empty space, but refuse to call it “nothing”. 
• Instead they call it the “Void” (which is a strange kind of 

“something”) and offer it as a second necessary principle 
along side the “atom”



Atomists as Material Dualists

• In a way, these atomists are not quite material monists, or pluralists 
(like Anaxagoras), but kind of like material dualists, identifying the 
fundamental elements of the universe with…
• The Atom
• The Void


