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Some Facts About Parmenides (the founder of the Eleatic School)  and about Zeno 
Excerpts from SEP (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

Parmenides, born ca. 510 BCE in the Greek colony of Elea in southern Italy (south of Naples, 
and now known as Velia), explores the nature of philosophical inquiry, concentrating less on 
knowledge or understanding (although he has views about these) than on what can be 
understood. Xenophanes identified genuine knowledge with the grasping of the sure and certain 
truth and claimed that “no man has seen” it, at least with respect to some topics (21B34); 
Heraclitus had asserted that divine nature, not human, has right understanding (22B78), although 
he implies that some humans can acquire divine-like understanding. Parmenides argues that 
human thought can reach genuine knowledge or understanding, and that there are certain marks 
or signs that act as guarantees that the goal of knowledge has been reached. A fundamental part 
of Parmenides' claim is that what must be (cannot not-be, as Parmenides puts it) is more 
knowable than what is merely contingent (what may or may not be), which can be the object 
only of belief.  

Parmenides gives us a poem in Homeric hexameters, narrating the journey of a young man (a 
kouros, in Greek) who is taken to meet a goddess who promises to teach him “all things” (28B1). 
The content of the story the goddess tells is not the knowledge that will allow humans, by having 
it, to know. Rather, the goddess gives the kouros the tools to acquire that knowledge himself 

⋮ 

 In B8 Parmenides sets out the criteria for the being of what-is, and then the arguments for those 
criteria: 

… a single account still  
remains of the route that it is; and on this route there are  
very many signs, that what-is is ungenerable and imperishable,  
a whole of a single kind, and unshaking and complete;  
nor was it nor will it be, since it is now all together  
one, cohesive. (B8.1–6)  

Any thing that genuinely is cannot be subject to coming-to-be or passing-away, must be of a 
single nature, and must be complete, in the sense of being unchangeably and unalterably what it 
is.  

These are signs for what any ultimate cause or principle must be like, if it is to be satisfactory as 
a principle, as something that can be known. The signs are adverbial, showing how what-is is 
(Mourelatos 2008). Only an entity which is in the complete way can be grasped and understood 
in its entirety by thought. McKirahan (2008) provides a thorough analysis of the arguments of 
B8, as does Palmer (2009). 
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Parmenides had argued that there were strict metaphysical requirements on any object of 
knowledge; the later Eleatics (named for following Parmenidean doctrines rather than for strictly 
geographical reasons), Zeno of Elea (born ca. 490) and Melissus of Samos (fl. ca. 440), extended 
and explored the consequences of his arguments. Zeno paid particular attention to the contrast 
between the requirements of logical argument and the evidence of the senses . 
 
…  

 

The four famous paradoxes of motion, for which he is now and in antiquity best known, 
purported to show that, despite the evidence all around us, the ordinary motion of everyday 
experience is impossible 
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