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PREFACE 

TH I s book is about Greek ideas on language, its beginnings and role 
within society. The source and nature of earliest speech and civil­
ization are puzzles which have intrigued philosophers, scientists, 
and ordinary people for many centuries. Great advances have been 
made in recent years in the study of early humans and their lan­
guage, utilizing finds in the fields of palaeontology, archaeology, 
neurology, physiology, and linguistics, but many questions relating 
to the beginnings of humankind remain unsolved. Indeed, by the 
very nature of things, all attempts to describe earliest human lan­
guage and society must remain hypothetical and conjectural. The 
Greeks, of course, could do little besides speculate and my book is a 
survey of Greek attitudes, assumptions, conjectures, and theories 
on the beginnings of language and the links between speech and civ­
ilization. (The work is not, I should stress, an account of the devel­
opment of the Greek language nor is it a study of linguistic and 
grammatical investigations undertaken in the ancient world.) I look 
at Greek ideas about the nature of the world's first society and first 
language, the source of language, the development of civilization 
and speech, and the relation between people's level of civilization 
and the kind of language they use. I also discuss some early 'lin­
guists' found in literary texts, figures who investigate or learn about 
language and related issues. 

Much of Greek thinking about questions of language and society 
is presented only incidentally and relevant passages are scattered in 
a wide range of classical sources. Two of the book's chapters are 
based on close readings of passages in Homer and Herodotus, while 
the remaining chapters are broader surveys which use a variety of 
Greek literary texts, along with pertinent Latin sources. 

In an attempt to set Greek assumptions and ideas in a wider per­
spective, I have looked, in places, at later Western reflections on the 
origin and development of language and society, particularly durin« 
the Enlightenment. At times, these later writings enable us 
to read backwards, so to speak, and tease out the implications of 
the Greek texts. Elsewhere, I note the vast influen~ that GneIt 
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'nvestigations into language have had on later thinkers. I also cite, 
~casionallY, recent research on glottogenesis, the acquisition of 
language, and the development of civilization. in order to meas~re 
the distance between Greek views and modern Ideas on these tOPICS. 
At the same time, my chief purpose is to study the linguistic and 
anthropological interests of the Greeks in their own terms, and my 
intention is not to assess or grade their ideas on some scale of philo­
sophical or scientific progress. 

The first chapter, 'Polyphemus the Linguist', serves as an intro­
duction to the book as a whole. It is an analysis of the encounter 
between Odysseus and the Cyclops Polyphemus in Book 9 of the 
Odyssey, in terms of the pair's linguistic capabilities. The discussion 
of this episode points to several recurring themes in the book: the 
opposing views of society as either deteriorating from a golden age 
of long ago or progressing from primitive beginnings, the import­
ance of society and technical skills for linguistic development, the 
relation between language and diet, speech as a unique human 
capacity, and the meaning of names. I try to show that many implicit 
assumptions about language and civilization held by the Greeks are 
already found in this passage of Homer. 

The chapter 'Language in the Golden Age' discusses the nature 
of speech in the primeval, idyllic era of Kronos. The golden age 
world is a harmonious one, with gods, animals, and men all speaking 
the same language. Speech was present from the outset, freely 
granted to all, in much the same way as the earth spontaneously pro­
duced food for all living things. This original, universal language 
may have been ideal in other ways as well and I look at some later 
discussions of perfect, Adamic languages, as well as seventeenth­
century attempts to create a universal tongue. Further 
topics are primitive languages used to express emotions, the lan­
guage of the gods, and the speech of animals. This chapter also 
touches upon some famous glottogenetic theories of the eighteenth 
century. 

'Psammetichus' Children', the next chapter, is a detailed analysis 
of Herodotus' famous tale of an experiment performed by the 
Egyptian king Psammetichus in order to determine the world's 
earliest language. I compare the king's assumptions and 'scientific' 
method to modern-day ideas on children's acquisition of language. 
Psammetichus' experiment was enormously influential over the 
centuries and I look at its effect on later thinkers, particularly in 
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the eighteenth century, who, in the wake of Herodotus, devised sce­
narios involving two children learning to speak the world's first lan­
guage. 

The fourth chapter, 'The Invention of Language', surveys a wide 
range of texts which tell of humans' ascent to civilized life and their 
acquisition of language as part of the process. In these progress nar­
ratives, speech was seen either as a gift from the gods, the brainchild 
of a single inventor, or the product of a joint effort by a society of 
men. A study of these inventors is followed by a close look at some 
detailed accounts of the various stages of language development. I 
also investigate the place assigned language within the overall devel­
opment of civilization, and the parallels between the invention of 
language and the discovery of other arts, in particular fire. 

In the final chapter, 'Between Language and Speech', I look at a 
series of exotic creatures and peoples whose limited linguistic 
capacities point to the distinction between language, speech, and 
communication. None of these barking savages, silent philoso­
phers, weaving women, and talking parrots possess a full-fledged 
verbal language and the restricted forms of communication used by 
these figures serve to define the limits and contours of speech. The 
language of these marginal creatures is also closely related to their 
level of civilization or place in society. Later European thinkers will 
study such exotic figures to draw conclusions about the earliest form 
of language: I look at the way Greek writers present these 
phenomena. 

A considerable part of this book deals with Greek ideas on the 
source and nature of the world's first language. Almost every book 
on the origin of language notes that the founding statutes of the 
Linguistic Society of Paris of 1866 included a ban on papers dis­
cussing the origin of language or the invention of a universal lan­
guage. Several ofthese books also include the words written in 1893 
by the American linguist William Dwight Whitney on the point­
lessness of investigating the origin oflanguage. 'The greater part of 
what is said and written upon it is mere windy talk, the assertion of 
subjective views which commend themselves to no mind save the 
one that produces them, and which are apt to be offered with a 
confidence, and defended with a tenacity, that is in inverse ratio to 
their acceptableness.' Whitney's warning has accompanied me over 
the past few years, throughout the writing of this book. While I have 
not written on the origin of language, but rather on Greek ideas on 
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the subject, I am well aware that I have included a great deal of spec­
ulation on what the Greeks may have thought or intended in their 
rather brief and elliptical remarks on language and civilization. I 
hope that at least some of the following will commend itself to minds 

other than my own. 

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help I have received from two 
friends at the Hebrew University. Joseph Geiger read the book's 
chapters as I wrote them and I have benefited greatly from his wide­
ranging erudition and encouragement. He is still my teacher, after 
all these years. David Satran read a penultimate version with decep­
tive ease and speed, and saved me from many infelicities of content 
style, and presentation. My student, Ariadne Konstantinou, cheer~ 
fully checked a great many ancient references. Three anonymous 
readers of the Press also provided helpful comments and criticisms. 

Thanks also to my husband, Dov, and children Avital Chemi 
and Ariel, for their civilized and loquacious society: ' , 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
July 2002 

D.L.G. 
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I 

Polyphemus the Linguist 

I. LANGUAGES IN HOMER 

In the Odyssey Odysseus encounters a wide variety of beings, both 
human and supernatural. One of the most notable means used by 
Homer to characterize and distinguish these diverse creatures is to 
note the various types of food they consume. The very different 
kinds of diet found in the Odyssey point to the wide cultural 
differences between various groups of men, and also emphasize the 
distinction between gods, men, and animals. Thus, when Calypso 
and Odysseus sit down to a meal together, she is served ambrosia 
and nectar, while he eats mortal fare. If men are normally said to 
be grain-eaters, we also find flower-eaters (the Lotophagoi) and 
people-eaters (the Cyclopes and Laestrygones).' Food, then, serves 
as a cultural marker. Other related criteria used to delineate various 
kinds of societies in the Odyssey are the performance of sacrifice to 
the gods and the use of agriculture. The Polyphemus episode of the 
Odyssey (9. 105 ff.) is unique in adding yet another cultural marker, 
that of language, as a means of illustrating the specific features of a 
society. The encounter between Odysseus and the Cyclops points to 
a whole series of assumptions about language and speech. Indeed, 
although Homer does not include in his poems any direct reflections 
on the origin, development, or use of language, this episode of the 
Odyssey discloses several implicit ideas and assumptions about 
language held by the early Greeks. 

Homer is aware, of course, that there are many different -­
guages spoken by a wide variety of people. Epic heroes who travd ID 

foreign parts are said to come in contact with men of another (or 

, Calypso and Odysseus: Od. 5. 196-<); Lotophagoi: Od. 9· 83 .... ; C)'clopoos; Ool., 
.88-<)3.297. etc.; La.strygones: Od. 10. 06. 124. Theclassicstudyisthat..EVidM­
Naquet 1996 (orig. pub. 1970). For men BB gnin- or breed-ea-. ... below, 
Sect. 3. 
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alien) language, ,u'\oOpoov, o.vOpciJ1Tov,. 2 The poet also refers to the 
different languages spoken by the many peoples of Crete (Od. 19. 
175) and by the various contingents of the Trojan army (ll. 2. 804).3 
In the Iliad the multilingual Trojan allies who lack one common 
speech or tongue and speak a mixture oflanguages are contrasted, at 
times, with the Greeks, who all speak the same language.' These 
Trojan forces are likened by Homer both to bleating lambs and 
clamorous cranes (IJ. 4. 433-8; 3. 1-7) and the similes seem to be 
pejorative. Not only do the Trojans sound like animals-in later 
Greek literature the speech of incomprehensible barbarians is fre­
quently compared to animal sounds-but the Trojan army's lack of 
discipline seems linked to its lack of a single, common language. 
The monoglot Achaeans, on the other hand, are notably calm, 
silent, and orderly, so that these two passages from the Iliad perhaps 
hint at a Babel-like view that a multitude of languages leads to gen­
eral disorder and disunity.' Elsewhere in Homer, the Carians are 
said to be 'of foreign (or barbarian) speech' «(3ap(3apoq,wvwv ll. 2. 

867), while the Sintians are 'wild-spoken' (E{vTta, o.ypwq,wvou, Od. 
8. 294). Even if Homer uses the term allothroos, speaker of a 
different language, in neutral fashion, with no intention of erecting 
either a cultural or conceptual barrier between such people and 
Greek speakers: the two epithets barbarophonos and agriophonos 
seem less innocuous. These words may point to an attitude found in 
later Greek writings, according to which the non-Greek languages 
spoken by foreigners are thought to characterize their (inferior) 
culture. While the use of the word barbaros here may well be ono­
matopoeic, reflecting the babbling sound of foreign speech, agrios is 
a negative or judgemental term, which refers to life style as much as 
language. 7 It is significant that both of these compound adjectives 

, Od. J. 183; 3· 302; 14· 43; compare 15· 453. 
3 The many peoples of Homeric Crete speak both Greek dialects and non-Greek 

languages; see Rutherford 1992, 157-60 and Russo 1992, 83-5 on Od. 19. 172-<} for 
further discussion and bibliography. The actual Trojans may have spoken a variety 
of Luvian--see Watkins 1995, 5 I and IH-51-while the language of the Achaeans 
was Mycenaean Greek. 

4 ov yap.1faI'TWI' ~EY &f'O~ fJpo05 ova' ia yijPtl5 d,t\d y'\wO'U' (ILEJ.LlKTO (Il. 4- 437-8). 
• Se. Kirk (1985.265) ad Il. 3. 8-<} and compare Hall 1989, 30. Compare Polybius 

1. 67· 3-11 on the multilingual chaos of Carthaginian mercenaries and see Rawson 
19~,117~1. 

• Thus HalllQ89. I ,-I 3. 
'. Strabo (14· •. 28) tak •• /lap/lap&o/>wvo. to referto Greeks who spoke harshly. with 

lndJ8tmct enunclattOn, rather than speakers of a foreign language. 
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make use of the word </>wvt--rather than atl8t--to describe foreign 
speech. for in Homer the word phone is used of sound or noise, while 
aude refers to comprehensible speech.' 

Clearly, then. the poet recognizes that there is a wide variety of 
languages spoken by different peoples. Despite this awareness, it is 
very rare to find in Homer two interlocutors who are unable to com­
municate with one another. There is not even a hint in either the 
Iliad or the Odyssey that the Trojans and the Greeks, or Menelaus 
and the Egyptians, cannot address one another directly and must 
resort to interpreters." It is not only men of different races who are 
able to speak to one another without encumbrance in epic poetry: 
the gods too have frequent exchanges with men. Homer occasion­
ally hints at a special language of the gods, mentioning the names 
used by the gods for various people, places, etc. as alternative appel­
lations to those used by men, but this does not prevent the poet from 
recording straightforward conversations between mortals and 
immortals. I. So too Homer normally uses a separate vocabulary to 
distinguish between articulate human speech and animal sounds, 1 1 

but when animals actually do speak, as in the case of Achilles' 
immortal horses, their style of expression is no different from that of 
other epic interlocutors (and their audience has no difficulty in 
understanding them). All of the speakers in the Iliad and the 
Odyssey, be they gods, men, or animals, simply converse with one 
another in the language of traditional epic and there are no linguis­
tic barriers of any kind. 12 Speech is of crucial importance in 
Homer's world, as Aeneas notes; 

8 'Even if they are intelligible to each other, to the Greek ear their speech is mere 
phonic "babbling,'" Ford 1992, 177. For 4>wu-q as a non-human voice or sound. see 
e.g. 11.18.219; Od. 10.239; for a~S~ as human speech see e.g. 11.19· 407; Od. 5· 33~ 
6. 125 and the further references in Clay 1974. Ford (1992. 172"'9) has a furtherdis­
cussion of the exact meaning of av~~, q,wv.q, ouua, 01Ta, etc. in Homer; see too Leclen: 
1993,41-8, esp. 4S n. I lIon the use of these terms in Hesiod (and Homer) .. 

9 See below, Sect. 3. on the difficulties in communication between Achilles and 
Hector. 

10 For the language of the gods, see below. Sect. 2.3. 
11 See Ford 1992. 174"'9. 
11 Of course, on a certain level, Homer, composing in the Greek of tradi~al epic. 

has no choice but to have his interlocutors speak the same language. Even ,{he were. 
for example, familiar with Egyptian or the language of the gods. he could ~ 
reproduce it for his (uncomprehending) audience 'and only pedant!')· would p.­
at this convention'. Rutherford 1992. 158 (ad Od. IQ. 175)· 0.0 Chrysostom (11. 
22-3) is. in fRct. just such a pedant: he attacks Homer for pretendll'll. that Ile~""'­
stands the language of the !/Od •. My point i. that Homer nowhere ra ....... _oI 
translating from different languages. See too Pel1iccia 1995. ~ WIth D. 132. 
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The tongue of mortal men is a pliant thing, it has in it many di verse utter. 
ances, the field of words is vast in this dIrectIOn and that. (Iliad 20.248--<;) 

And so, in their famous encounter in the Odyssey, Odysseus and 
the Cyclops Polyphemus are able to speak to one another freely, 
despite their very different backgrounds, and there IS no need f~r 
any intermediaries or interpreters. And yet the two are not equals In 

language. The Cyclops is no match for the Greek's verbal sophisti­
cation, for he quickly falls prey to Odysseus' Outis (OVTt,jov Tts) 
ploy and accepts 'Nobody' as the Greek leader's real name (Od. 9· 
366-9). When he is subsequently blinded by Odysseus, Poly­
phemus is then unable to explain to his neighbours how Nobody has 
wounded and deceived him: language fails him completely (Od. 9. 
403-U ). Although Polyphemus is unable to see through the 
Greek's linguistic trickery or make his fellow Cyclopes comprehend 
his plight, he does know how to communicate with his animals, both 
verbally and non-verbally. The Cyclops engages in conversation 
with his favourite ram, addressing him with great familiarity, and 
bemoaning the fact that the ram is not capable of responding in kind 
(9. 446-60). He also whistles when shepherding his flocks as he leads 
them to graze (9. 315), a most effective form of vocal communi­
cation." Polyphemus, then, has peculiar linguistic skills-he is 
limited in his ability to communicate with men, and yet at the 
same time attempts to converse with animals-and these capacities 
are directly related to the particular features of the Cyclopes' 
society. 

2. THE CYCLOPES' SOCIETY 

The Cyclopes have very primitive social arrangements and are often 
cited by later Greek writers as examples of barely civilized 
creatures, who illustrate the rude beginnings of human society." 
They do not know how to build ships and consequently are unable 
to make contact with other lands and peoples (Od. 9. 125-<)." In 
fact, Polyphemus and the other Cyclopes lack most skills-they 

IJ For actual, modern-day whistled speech used by several Central and South 
American tribe ..... Crystal 1997. 404. Lateiner 1995. 171-5. esp. 172 n. 8 analyses 
Polyphe-mus' non-verbal behaviour and use of paralinguistics. 

.. !lee •. I!'. PI. Laws 680b-d; Arist. Pol. 1252'22-3 (with Schutrumpf 1991 ad loc.); -""re Str.bo 13. 1.25. 
.1 Compare Tha·Jmann 1992.81 on the relation between ships and culture. 
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do not work the land, cook, or build-and they live in caves. not 
houses.'· Polyphemus uses fire for light and warmth (Od. 9. 234. 
251), but not for cooking or for sharpening weapons, as Odys8eus 
does (9.231,327-8). The Cyclopes do not hold assemblies for mak­
ing communal decisions nor do they possess any established rules of 
conduct (To,mv 0' OVT' o:yopai (JovA."epopo, OVTf IJE{Jo'UT€$ 9. 112). They 
neither concern themselves with one another (9. 115) nor with Zeus 
and the other gods (9· 275-6). Each family is a unit. 'a law' unto itself 
(lJf{JoWTEVH 15£ EKauTos 7TaL15wv ~15' &Aoxwv 9. I14-15) in the lawless 
world of the Cyclopes. '7 

These asocial creatures also possess the very minimum of linguis­
tic competence and are unable to use speech effectively in order to 
transmit crucial information. Polyphemus' futile attempt to com­
municate his distress to his neighbours vividly demonstrates how 
little the Cyclopes know how to speak with one another." When the 
giant, wounded by Odysseus and his men, cries out in pain, his 
neighbours from the surrounding caves appear, each from his own 
cave (;'epO{TWV CiA>'olhv CiAAOS 9.401). These fellow Cyclopes, gather­
ing in a group round his cave, are at first sight quite neighbourly: 
they address Polyphemus by name (9. 403-this is the first mention 
of the Cyclops' name in the episode) and know that he is the son of 
Poseidon (9. 412). But they are not genuinely involved or concerned 
for their neighbour, for they address the wounded Polyphemus 
from outside his cave, while the Cyclops suffers within. Had they 
actually attempted to come closer and help, the Cyclopes would 
have comprehended the truth of Polyphemus' statement that 
Nobody had harmed him, by trickery and not by force (O&Ls /AE 

KTELV€< oo'\w ovo. (J{."ep,v Od. 9. 408). Instead, the indifferent 
Cyclopes, \~'ho may have come simply because Polyphemus' cries 
disturbed their sleep (9. 404), keep their distance and understand 
that no one is harming him, either by trickery or by force (Od. 9· 
406, 4 10)'9 They depart, leaving the solitary and misunderstood 
Polyphemus to suffer by himself. It is precisely the Cyclopes' 

.. No tilling of soil: 9. 10']-11; no cooking: 9· 197; no ship catpentets: 9· 126-7; 
caves: 9. J 13-14. Polyphemus does have a dairy farm of sorts: 9· 2.44-9. 

" Heubeck (1989. 21. ad Od. 9. 114): 'The i~ny is in~tion~: th<; ~ ....... do 
not recognize any 8ifUUTEf)'; compare 9. 106 KVI(~w"QW . •• lItJ"t!~WO"~' 

18 Compare EUflpides' Cyclopes: aKoVEt S' o~ o*tS' ov&'oS'(Eur.~. 1.,.. . 
" See Schein 1970 for an analysis of the pun here and compere Austm '975. 14" 

'Anyone with the slightest communal sense would have mvesttpted fuI1hc< ... -­
cover the true (~ause of Polyphemos' pain.' 
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h · weak social bonds, which allow Odysseus' indifference, t elr 
linguistic trickery to work. ". 

h I skills of the Cyclopes and theIr socIal orgamza_ Both t e anguage . . 
. did and there is it seems, a dIrect hnk between tlOn are un eve ope , . 
h f tors ' the Cyclopes' elementary socIal arrangements, t ese two ac . ... . 
h . I k f munity laws and assembhes, IS reflected m theIr t elf ac 0 a corn " . 

I· ., b'll'tl'es In later Greek anthropological accounts of the mgUlsttc al. . . 
development of civilization, the evolu~lOn .of language and society 
go hand in hand. Sometimes language IS ~ald to have been aC~U1red 
before the formation of a social commumty (e.g. Isocrates, Nlcocles 
6) and sometimes the development of speech goes together with, or 
even follows upon, the formation of a commumty (e. g: Sop~~ 
Antigone 355), but the two are, almost invariabl~, closely hnked. 
Homer's depiction of the Cyclopes already pomts to the strong 
nexus between community or social skills and language, for these 
primitive creatures barely possess the rudiments of either. . 

The Cyclopes are not a cohesive group, but Polyphemus IS a par­
ticularly solitary figure. He lives alone, without a family, in a cave 
close to the sea and keeps apart from the other Cyclopes, tending his 
flocks by himself (Od. 9. 182, 187-92; compare 410). Even by the 
standards of his society, he is an especially remote and asocial 
being-Aristotle will compare the solitary Polyphemus to a lone 
piece on a game board2l-and consequently both his linguistic and 
his social skills are particularly weak. From the very start, 
Polyphemus is a notoriously poor host to Odysseus and his men, 
and he repeatedly violates the rules of Homeric hospitality." His 
very first words to Odysseus and his men (Od. 9. 251 ff.), uttered in 
a frightening, deep, and distinctive voice (r/>06yyov ... {3apvv 9.257)23 
are formulaic, but inappropriately timed, for he inquires after his 
visitors' identity even before he has offered them hospitality. 
Nestor, an exemplary host, addresses the identical question to his 
guests, Athena-Mentor and Telemachus, only after they have eaten 

,n See below, Ch. 4. 
11 ti.n 11'EP a,vf £VII wmrfp JIJ 71'fTTOlS' (Pol. 1253°6-7); see Kurke 1999. esp. 259-60. 

Clay 1983 ... 6 notes that Eu,tathius (1: Od. 9. 189) call, Polyphemus more lawless 
than the lawless d8£p.{cnwlI dlhlA-tOTOnpoS'. 

II Recce 1993. 123-43 is perhaps the fullest discussion of the Cyclops episode as 
the reverse or parody ofaxeinia or hospitality scene; he surveys both the convention­
al elements and the variations found in this episode. 

U See Ford J9Qa, J76--? for ,p(MYYOi as meaning the distinctive voice of an individ­
u.al in Homer. 

2. The Cyclopes' Society 7 

(Od. 3· 69-'74)·" The Cyclops' subsequent outstanding perversion 
of the conventions of xeinia is, of course, the fact that he eats his 
guests rather than feeding them. 

It is particularly interesting to see how Polyphemus behaves 
under the effect of the wine provided by Odysseus. The Cyclops is 
already acquainted with the fruit ofthe vine (9. 357-8), but is unable 
to deal with the Greek's superior wine and becomes intoxicated.15 

After drinking the wine, Polyphemus seemingly adheres to the con­
ventional duties of a host, for he wishes to give Odysseus a tdvlOV, a 
guest gift in return, and consequently asks the Greek his name (9. 
356). ,6 When the Cyclops asks Odysseus for his name, he does so in 
exceptionally brief and blunt fashion. He does not use the standard 
formula-TLS- 1To8€v els avopwv; 7r08L TOL 7TO'\'LS" ~8€ TOK1}€S,-that is, he 
does not inquire after the Greek's geographical origin and parentage 
in addition to his name," but simply requests 'tell me your name 
now' (Ka{ f1m TEaV ovvof1-U E'7TE atrrtKa vuv Od. 9. 355-6). With this 
abrupt question the isolated, asocial Cyclops does more than betray 
uncivilized manners. Polyphemus does not realize that people are 
normally identified within a social context and that a mere name, 
with no mention of family and ethnic origin, is not enough to estab­
lish a person's identity." He is barely cognizant of the notion of 
belonging to a wider community-a family, an ethnic group, a 
country. When Odysseus replies that his name is Nobody, he point­
edly mentions the broader social context, stating that his mother, 
father, and all the rest of his friends call him Nobody (Od. 9· 366-7). 
The wily Odysseus has a name, a community of family and 
friends, ,. as well as linguistic skills which are far beyond that of his 
host, while Polyphemus' ignorance of social groupings is matched 
by his linguistic incompetence. 

,. See Webber 1989, esp. 4 and 8. . 
" The wine which Odysseus offered the Cyclops was probably WUIllXed--<Iee C). 

2 0 4-5. .' when 
" See ClAY 1983. 119: 'The Cyclops foUows Homenc et1que.tte only. 

drunk-only to pervert it by offering as his gift to eat Odysseus last. Pooled" 1<)6. 

discusses the relation between guest gifts and naming. . 
" See Od. I. 170; 10.325; 14. 187; '5. 264; '9· 105: 24· 29B and see \\ebbft 

1989. 4· 0._ 6a-
18 Scc Webber '989. 11 and Peradotto 1990. esp. 94-<). ta,,..,,. 154-5·' ~. 

Later. when cursing Odysseus. Polyphemus is careful to repeat all of the G ... 
marks of idt.'l1titY-Sl't' below. 

29 Not only a~ imaginary community which makes use- of his 6ctit-iow; Rame--'Wt' 

see Odvsseus' real community of companions when he ron\"~nes an qora ~ 
coming to the Cyclopes land (Od. 9· 171-{»); see Clay 19B). 117· 
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3. LANGUAGE, DIET, AND LAWS 

Od ' stratagem of using an unlikely alias succeeds because 
ysseus I . Al . 

Polyphemus has such a poor command of language. t IS cmous, 
king of the refined and highly civilized PhaeaClans, the very obverse, 
as itwere, of the primitive Polyphemus, who notes that everyone has 
a name. The sophisticated and cultured Alcinous understands com­
munities and languages. 'There is no one, bad or good, base or 
noble without a name. Parents give their children names from 
birth,'(Od. 8. 552-4), the king states categorically. In~eed, we have 
seen that even the solitary Polyphemus has a name whIch IS used by 
his fellow Cyclopes (9. 403).'° But not all names are possible or 
intrinsically likely and not everyone learns to use language well. The 
backward Polyphemus does not recognize when a name, perhaps 
the most basic element of language, is patently false. Thus, when 
Odysseus identifies himself as 'Nobody', the Cyclops is unable to 
perceive that his wily opponent has responded with an impossible, 
incredible name, one which violates the normal conventions of lan­
guage." Odysseus' use of the name Nobody (Orms/ov Tts/",~ Tts/ 
I'~'TLs) is doubly clever, a dual pun which both causes Polyphemus to 
fall into the trap of complaining unintelligibly that Nobody is harm­
ing him, and also allows the Greek to celebrate his own cunning and 
intelligence, his metis (I'~TtS; compare Od. 9. 414 WS oVal" <~a7Tfh7Jaev 
<I'ov Kui "'~7'LS UfLVfLWV). 32 Both Odysseus' wine and his words are too 
sophisticated and too potent for the Cyclops, who can barely absorb 
either. Polyphemus' partial command of language is all of a piece 
with his asocial and semi-civilized way of life: the Greek's speech 
and diet are the product of a much higher level of culture. 

Speech and diet are, in fact, two criteria used by Homer to 
describe human beings and distinguish them from beasts. Men in 
epic are termed eaters of bread or grain (alTov €OOVTES, atToq,ayoL, 

1(1 Scholars offer different explanations of the name: no>"v",'1J!J.o~ can mean 'much~ 
talked about' (i.e. the notorious giant) Of (he who speaks much'. This second inter~ 
pretation, 'speaking much' or 'having many utterances', may well be an ironic com­
menton the isolation of the uncommunicative Cyclops (Higbie 1995. 12), but it could 
refer to the power of Polyphemus' final utterance or curse against Odysseus. See 
Thalmann 199.2, 88; and see below. Odysseus is, of course. granted a meaningful 
name by hi. grandfather Autolycu. (Od. 19.399-4°9). 

JI 8ft Austin I97S. 147 and compare the provocative act of Diodorus Cronus of 
Mea·ra, who deliberately gave his slaves ridiculous names; see below, Sect. 5.4. 

U See Schein 1970. esp. 79-81. 

.> 
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etc.)." and they are also characterized as possessors of articulate 
speech auo~.vTes." Polyphemus the cannibal fails this test of 
humanity on both counts, for he neither resembles a grain-eater 
(compare Od. 9· 190-1000£ l,pK<L avopt ye a'Toq,aycp) nor is he articu­
late. In the course of his travels, Odysseus uses these two criteria of 
speech and diet when trying to discover the character of the local 
inhabitants. Twice, when landing in foreign parts, the Greek hero 
asks himself what eaters of grain, that is, what men, are to be found 
there, only to discover that they are not in fact normal bread-eating 
human beings, but the Lotus-eaters (Od. 9. 89) and the cannibalis­
tic Laestrygones (10. 101)." When Odysseus comes to Scheria, he 
wonders whether the cries of Nausicaa and her friends are those of 
nymphs or if he is 'in the neighbourhood of humans possessing 
intelligible speech' (~ vu 1I'0V av/JpwlI'wv el",! "Xe80v aU07JEVTWV Od. 6. 
125). He asks this question after speculating aloud as to whether the 
Phaeacians are arrogant, wild, and lawless, or hospitable and god­
fearing.'6 

This last means of categorizing unknown peoples-in terms of 
their laws and piety-also arises in relation to the Cyclopes, for 
Odysseus asks the identical question concerning their way of life, 
before he explores their land (9. 175-6)." In fact, the Greek 
specifically applies these terms to Polyphemus himself, saying that 
he suspected that he would encounter among the Cyclopes a great 
man, wild and without real knowledge oflaws or ordinances." Thus 
the means used to assess foreign peoples in the Odyssey is to exam­
ine whether they have religious and ethical laws, rather than evalu­
ating them on the basis of the language they speak. ,. The question 
asked of unknown peoples in the Odyssey is not whether they pos­
sess an intelligible human tongue, but whether they speak 
the language of civilized intercourse. The possession of laws and 
regulations in relation to both gods and men-being god-fearing 

" Od. 8. 222; 9. 89; compare 11. 21. 465. See e.g. Dierauer '977, 12 and Baldry 

1965,12. Cl 
" Seee.g.ll. 19. 407, 418; Od. 6. 125; 5. 334; 10. 136e1c. See too ay 19?4. 13O-S 

and Ford 1992. 177-8. Another epithet often assigned to hu"?ans In ept~.l"'powES(l'. 
I. 250 etc,) was wrongly understood by the ancients to mean ~~Iculare ~ Baldry 
1965, 204 n. 6; Kirk 1985. 7q--80(ad /I. 1.25°). " See \ t~al.N •. q~ I~. 3~· 

lit ~ p' or y' u{3pulTa{ "TE lea' aYPlol OME MKQ.&Ol. ~ ~o~n'Ot. Km .p JOOOS: f"on ~ 
Od. 6. 12<>-1. 8 -.J. 

" See too Odysseus' arrival at Ithaca (Od. 13.201-.) and ~ . ~7~~; 
ayplOJI, OV"TE Mlea!) H~ E,~61"a OVTE fJ.i#A'f1flJ'OJ. 9· 21S: see too 1&} • .....,. p.. 

" HaU1989. 12-13· 
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and law_abiding--presupposes, of course, the use of a fully_ 

developed language.'· 
Customs and laws can, in fact, be viewed as a kind of second lan-

., an additional more sophisticated laver of rules and con-guage, ' . '. 
ventions, superimposed on the underlymg foundatIOn of lang~age. 
Later Greek writers ask very similar questions about the ongms of 
both laws and language. Did they develop only after cohesive com­
munities of men were formed or did they bring about such social 
organization? Was there an inventor of words or namegiver, an 
onomatothetes along the lines of a nomothetes, a lawgiver? Are both 
language and laws acquired from society at large with no need for a 
specialist teacher of Greek or justice? We shall return to these issues 

below (Sect. 4.3). 
Homer does not deal with any of these questions or parallels, but 

there is one further common feature of justice and language which is 
relevant to the Polyphemus episode in the Odyssey, namely that ani­
mals are thought to lack both these marks of civilization. The 
absence of ethical rules in the world of beasts is linked, in turn, to the 
animals' dietary habits. In a notable passage, Hesiod points out that 
while Zeus has given justice to men, this is not true of animals: fish, 
wild beasts, and winged birds eat one another, since they have no 
justice (Ergo 276-8)." The lawless, cannibalistic Polyphemus is like 
Hesiod's animals: he has no moral qualms about eating Odysseus 
and his men. We have already seen that the Cyclops has no common 
mode of discourse with the Greek and this lack of civilized speech 
seems to be a third m~rnber of the triangle, together with lawless­
ness and cannibalismt;:all three are features of animals and bestial, 
savage people. In late~Greek ethnography, we find a direct link 
between the savage practices of a people, their diet of raw, uncooked 
food, and the quality of their speech. While it is tempting to relate 
Polyphemus' cannibalism to his poor command of language and 
bare acquaintance with social practices, and to view all three 
qualities as interrelated phenomena found in primitive societies, 
Homer's Laestrygones are a counter-example of sorts. The Laes­
trygones are in many ways quite civilized. They clearly possess 

4(J Compare the argument made by Xenophon's Hippias that men could not have 
composed the unwritten laws respected by everyone, because they do not speak a 
common language (Mem. 4. 4· 19)· -4. See Havelock 1957. 2 9. 

H Renehan Ig81, .354-6 has a valuable discussion of the passage, See too Oetienne 
IQ81, ell'. :318-19 on the knowledge of justice as the essential distinction between 
mankind and animals. 
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technical skills, for they build smooth roads meant for wagons and 
have fine houses. Their society is well developed: they live in a town, 
greet one another companionably, hold assemblies, and are ruled by 
a king." Despite all these trappings of civilization, the Laestrygones 
are cannibals, cooperative man-eaters, who join together in captur­
ing and consuming Odysseus' men (Od. 10. 116-24). In their case, 
cannibalism does not necessarily entail poor social or linguistic 
skills." 

Achilles' final encounter with Hector in the Iliad (Il. 22. 248 ff.) 
provides another illuminating instance of the link between lan­
guage, societal relations, and cannibalism. Achilles explains to 
Hector (22. 260-6) that they cannot be bound to one another by 
agreements or oaths-by the language of laws and piety-because 
they are virtually members of different species. The Greek and 
Trojan are like lions and men, or wolves and sheep, Achilles states, 
joined only in perpetual hostility, with no common ground or feel­
ing (o!,-o</>pova Ov!'-ov 22. 263). This lack of a common bond or mode 
of discourse is, it seems, what will later permit Achilles to exhibit 
cannibalistic feelings towards his Trojan opponent. The Greek 
admits that he would like to dismember Hector and eat him raw (11. 
zz. 346-8)'" Perhaps Achilles can express this wish precisely 
because he does not see Hector as belonging to the same species as 
himself; in that case, he would not actually be eating his own kind." 
Or perhaps his own earlier analogy with lions, sheep, and wolves has 
influenced Achilles here and propelled him towards near-bestial 
behaviour. Since there can be no common discourse or justice in the 
relationship between Hector and Achilles, cannibalism is a conceiv­
able alternative. 

4. COMMUNICATING WITH ANIMALS 

The very quality which the Trojan and the Greek lack-a basic 
sympathy or likemindedness-is the one to which the Cyclops 
Polyp hem us aspires, not in relation to the Greeks or his fellow 

41 Roads: Od. 10. 103-4-; houses: 10. 1 II; town: 10. 104. 108: greetings: 10. 82-3; 
assemblies: 10. 114; king- [0. [10-1 t. 

U The Laestrvgones are more, rather than le-ss, ci,"lIized than the Cyc\opes, fN1a 
Austin 1975. '43'; see Jones 1988,92: Th.lmann 1992, 77; Clay 1983. 129· , . 

4~ See 11. +. 34-6 and 24. 212-13 for similar wishes to eat the flesh of one SefteM~ 
and see the ~timulating discussion in Rawson 198 .... 

./0 See Rawson lQ84. 1168: Konstan 1990. 211; Redfield 1994. 191-9-
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12 f h' bl' d '< 
C lopes but with regard to his pet ram. A ter e IS In ed and 
tXc~ed b~ Odysseus, the Cyclops addresses his favourite animal; 1. 
the finest ram of his flock (Od. 9. 446-60). Polyphemus turns to the ~ 
ram with a term of endearment, the friendly vocative KPL' 17£170. 

'gentle ram' (9. 447). (The word 'gentle' 17£170V is usually u~ed in 
relation to human beings.) The sohtary, wounded figure begms by 
wondering why the animal, whose habits he knows well, is the last to 
leave the cave, when he normally leads the flock (9· 447-52). Only 
then does Polyphemus turn to his own sorrows, imagining that the 
ram is grieving for his master's eye (9.452-4). The ram, of course, 
does not answer, although the Cyclops wishes that he were capable 
of informing him of Odysseus' whereabouts: 'If you could only 
think like me and become capable of speech' (El o~ op.o</>POV€OL," 

"o'"rpWV~EL' TE yivow El"E" Od. 9. 456-7), the Cyclops wishes aloud. 
He would like to be closer to his animal and is sure that the ram 
would sympathize and cooperate with him. Polyphemus' words to 
his favourite animal here point to what later Greek writers will 
explicitly state to be two of the main purposes or uses of language-­
sharing feelings and communicating intentions." 

It may even be true, as Pelliccia (1995, 103-5) suggests, that in 
this passage Polyp hem us-that is to say Homer-sees the ability to 
speak as composed of two processes: the ability to formulate 
thoughts in the mind by means of words, the cognitive function of 
language (0p-0</>POV£OLS), and the ability to express these words ver­
bally aloud, the communicative function of speech (7TOT/,rpWV~et, 
Y€vOLO £l"Eiv). When Circe transforms Odysseus' men into swine 
(Od. 10. 239-40), they retain the first of these two linguistic func­
tions, their human vovs, but lose their ability to speak, because their 
voices have been changed into the </>wv~ of pigs. According to this 
interpretation animals' linguistic skills are shown, in Homer, to be 
doubly removed from those of man. They cannot use words to for­
mulate thoughts, nor can they speak. 

It is interesting to contrast Polyphemus' stance here with that of 
another vulnerable and solitary figure, Sophocles' Philoctetes. 
When Philoctetes finds himself in a situation similar to that of the 
blinded Polyphemus-he is deprived of his bow and Neoptolemus 
refuses to respond to his pleas for its return (Soph. Phil. 927 fI.)-

., Compare the dJ.L~pova 8vJA-olJ (It . .aa . .z63) which Achilles and Hector do not 
.har~. 

.. 8ft below, Soct. a.' and Sect. 4.3. 
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the Greek will turn to his harsh surroundings: the water, rocky land, 
and companionship of wild beasts (eI, tvvovautL 8'rJpwv opelwv 936-7). 
He, too, addresses animals, but he does so out of despair, and has no 
expectation of any real reply. Unlike the Cyclops, Philoctetes does 
not live in a pleasant, pastoral place with the friendly company of 
animals to relieve his loneliness. Indeed, the surrounding society of 
'dappled or shaggy beasts' only serves to stress his isolation and mis­
fortune (183-5). It is his beloved Greek language (4){A:raTov rpwV1J1J-a 
234) that Philoctetes wishes to hear (225-35), not the speech of 

animals'" 
Even though Polyphemus is indifferent towards his fellow 

Cyclopes and behaves as a lawless beast towards the Greeks, eating 
Odysseus' companions, he is nonetheless anxious to share his 
thoughts with his favourite animal. If his inability to communicate 
with the other Cyclopes (or Odysseus) points to the primitive side of 
Cyclopean society, Polyphemus' attempt to speak with animals has 
overtones of the golden age or, to be more precise, the age of 
Kronos, where traditionally everyone-gods, men, animals, even 
nature itself-spoke together.'· The Cyclopes' way of life repre­
sents the very rudiments of human culture in many areas, but their 
world 'an extraordinary mixture of the divine and the brutish'" is 
more complex, and contains traces of an idyllic golden age as well. 
They need not, for instance, plough or sow, but rely on the gods for 
their sustenance. The soil bears them wheat, barley, and vines (Od. 
9. 107-11), just as the earth bore fruit of its own accord for men of 
the golden race in the time of Kronos." The primitive, cannibalis­
tic Cyclopes are also said to enjoy a special, open relationship with 
the gods, as do their cultural opposites and distant relations, the 
refined Phaeacians {7. 205-6)." Polyphemus himself is the son of 
Poseidon and can summon his divine father's aid at will (Od. 9· 
517 ff.). Thus there is a pastoral, almost paradisiacal side to ~ 
Cyclopes' world and it is in this context that we. should ~~w 
Polyphemus' attempt to converse with his favounte ram: It IS, 

apparently, a throwback to the faraway practices of the golden age 
when animals possessed the power of speech. Polyphemus may have 

.. See Rose 1976, esp. Scr-63; Sego11981 , 333"9· 
!O For the golden age, set' below, Ch. ~. 
51 Kirk 1970, 165; see too Thalmann 1984.98 and 21. n. 41 • 

" Se. Hes. E'IIQ 117-18 and see e.g. Kirk 1970. 164· , 
" See Clay 1<)83, 12S-3a on the links between the Cyclopes and tht. ~ 

The Giants are a third group who enjoy this privileged rela"""sh"' ....... the ...... 
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only limited language skills, but they are sufficient to allow him to q 
converse with animals (and whistle to them as a signal). Perhaps in 
the age of Kronos, all-birds, fish, beasts, and men-spoke a sim. 
pIer tongue." 

Polyphemus' mastery of language, then, points in two different 
directions, to two different versions of the development of human 
civilization. He belongs, in part, to the idyllic, golden time when 
everyone, animals included, spoke one language and, in part, to the 
primitive, pre-civilized period when men who originally had been 
like wild animals and possessed no language, slowly banded to. 
gether and learned to communicate. The Cyclopes' world contains 
vestiges of a golden age of camaraderie between gods, men, and 
animals, and at the same time illustrates the primitive, brutish exist­
ence of men before the refinements of civilization were developed. 
Post-Homeric accounts of the development of civilization combine 
at times, the story of a degeneration from a golden age with the ide~ 
of progress from savage beginnings and we find traces of this com­
bination in Polyphemus' tale. ss 

The Cyclops also reverses the usual attitudes towards men and 
animals. He is comfortable eating Odysseus and his friends, but is 
no good at talking to them (or even to his neighbours). At the same 
time, he tends his flocks carefully'· and while he makes use of his 
animals for milk and cheese (9.237-49), Homer does not tell us that 
he eats them, either raw or cooked. Polyphemus also exhibits a great 
deal of sympathy and fellow-feeling towards his flocks, to the extent 
o~ engaging in conversation with his favourite ram. Later, Odysseus 
wIll offer to Zeus what seems to be this very ram-the animal is his 
portion of the spoils taken from Polyp hem us by the Greeks-but 
the god does not accept this sacrifice (Od. 9. 550-3). Perhaps Zeus is 
angered by the offering of an animal stolen from a host by his 
guests," or perhaps it is because the ram is, in a way, a golden age 
ram, and such antmals were not eaten or sacrificed. We shall see that 

. ~ .. Eustat~~us (I C}d. 9· 447) describes Pulyphemus' address to his ram as an 
mstance of like t.o lIke' (cited by Clay 1983, I:;lO n. 124). A modern commentator 
~es tha~~ueS~lOn ask~d ?y P()lyph~mus (on the whereabouts of Odysseus' ship­
I ·9· '7y-uo) dISplays .mm.1 cunnmg'- Jones 1988 85 (ad loc) For th . I 
a~~u~ge of the age of Kronos, see below, Sect. 2.2.' . . e stmp e 

,. ~ee belo~l Sect. 2. I with n. 4. 
See Au.tln 1975 143-4 P I h' . fannina. 'Ion 0 yp emus t(!chne Within the sphere of dairy 

n ThUl Reece 1993. 143. 
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~he r~lationship ~etween men .and animals during the golden age 
Implied the practice of vegetanamsm: there IS something distorted 
or wrong in the attempt to sacrifice an animal who had earlier been a 
partner in a conversation." Odysseus' offering of Polyphemus' pet 
ram is somewhat similar to the illegal sacrifice of the immortal cattle 
of the sun, undertaken by Odysseus' men (Od. 12. 353ff.). The 
hides of these peaceful, divine cattle continue to move after the ani­
mals are killed, and their meat, both roasted and raw, makes a noise 
like the lowing of cattle even after it is placed on spits. Here, too, the 
boundaries between friend and foe, between wild and domesticated 
animals were not respected, and the sacrifice goes awry: the very 
sound of the animals continues after they are dead. ,. 

Polyphemus does not live in a true golden age and many of his 
ways are barbaric rather than idyllic. So, for instance, while the 
Cyclopes have a special relationship with the gods, they are, on the 
whole, indifferent towards the deities (Od. 9. 273-8). This halfway 
golden age world explains, perhaps, why there is only halfway com­
munication between Polyphemus and his ram, for the animal is 
incapable of responding to his master. Despite the sympathy 
between the pair, the ram remains mute. In the Iliad there are 
several instances of heroes addressing their horses, exhorting them 
to action. Achilles and Hector turn to their steeds by name (11. 19. 
400,420; S. IS5) and Antilochus uses the vocative as well, terming 
his horses 'brave' (</>'P'GTO' 23. 4°9).60 On three occasions, horses 
demonstrate towards their masters the kind of fellow-feeling that 
Polyphemus attributes to his ram: Peleus' immortal horses silently 
but tearfully mourn the dead Patroclus (17.426-4°; 23· 276-8.4) and 
bow their heads in sorrow for the soon-to-be-dead Achilles (19. 
404-6). There is only one instance of these sympathetic horses actu­
ally speaking up. Xanthus, an immortal steed, addresses Achilles as 
he is about to go to battle to avenge Patroclus' death, and warns the 
hero of his impending death (ll. 19.4°4-17). The immortal horse, 
who apparently has never previously spoken to his master, is 
granted a human voice by Hera (av8~EV'Ta 8' llJ'IKE IJEa AWKoMEVOS 
'llp'I 19. 407). Once he has reminded Achilles of his mortality, 
Xanthus is then silenced by the Erinyes ('Ep<Vt;., lCJ){E9ov aM".. 19· 
4IS)--either because these gO'ddesses wish to restore the natural 

~II For the vegetarianism of the golden age. see below. Sect. 1·4· 
~q St'e VidQI~Naquet 1996,44; Vernant 1989. esp. 166. 
(ot) Compare l\lenelaus' words to his horses at Il. al· 442-5· 
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rd . f things or else because they are the source of Xanthua' 
o er 0 . .• h . h h' b . 
prophetic words, which now end." This dlvme orse Wit IS nef 
message is not unlike the eagle in Penelope's dream who speaks to 
the queen in human voice (4)w''1i ... {3pO-rE'[/ Od. 19· 545)· 

Neither Xanthus nor the eagle are ordinary, mortal animals. A 
closer parallel to Polyphemus' relations with his pet ram is the bond 
between Odysseus and his dog Argus (Od. 17· 29 1-327). Poly­
phemus addresses his ram as they are about to be part.ed; Odysseus 
is reunited with his dog after a twenty-year separatIOn. Both the 
Cyclops and Odysseus participate in one-way 'conversations' with 
their pets. IfPolyphemus does not receive any answer from his ram, 
it is Odysseus' aged dog who attempts to communicate with his 
master, by wagging his tail and lifting up his ears, while his dis­
guised master cannot allow himself to respond in any way. One 
interesting difference between the two animals is that Odysseus' 
dog has a name, while the Cyclops' ram does not." Perhaps 
Odysseus' firmer command of language leads him to leave his lin­
guistic mark, a name, on his pet, while Polyphemus, despite his 
attempt to talk to his ram, again demonstrates that he is not conver­
sant with the very basic elements of language, such as names. 

And yet, in the end, Polyphemus has the last word in his 
encounter with Odysseus, while Odysseus names names once too 
often." Odysseus taunts Polyphemus as he escapes from the 
Cyclopes' land, and the sound of his voice allows the giant to throw 
a boulder in his direction (9. 473 ff.). Although his men try to hush 
him, Odysseus, proud of his cunning and verbal dexterity, then 
speaks up again, foolishly revealing his true identity to the Cyclops. 
Odysseus who had first avoided identifying himself, and then given 

.. Forth. former explanation, see Edwards 1991,284-5 (ad ll. 19.418) and forthe 
latter, Johnston 1992, esp. 97-8. She notes two other instances of d1vine horses 
addressing their masters: a different Xanthus speaks to Castor of the Dioscuri 
(Alcman, PMG 76), and the horse Areion may have prophesied to the warrior 
Adrastus in a lost epic work (see Statius, Thebaid I 1.442-3; Propertius 2. 34. 37-8). 
See too Pelliccia 1995, loS-8. 

61 Peradotto 1990, I I 1-14 demonstrates how the name of Odysseus' dog 'lpyoS' 
('s,:ift' or 'brighf) is no mere epithet or generic appellation, but a significant name 
~hlch adds both meaning and irony to the episode. Redfield 1994) 195 notes that dogs 
in Homer are, with the exception of Argus, anonymous, while horses can have per­
sonal names. Lonsdale 1990, z3 points out that Mycenaean tablets indicate that cows 
and domestic animals were given names in the Bronze Age, so that it is not unwar­
ranted to expect Polyphemus to name his ram. See too Theocr. I. IS I; 4. 45-6; 5. 
102-3 (for named sheep, cows, and goats) . 

.. Cf. Th.lmann 1992. 88. 

4· Communicating with Animals I, 
a false, impossible appellation, now supplies his real name in full: he 
is Odysseus, sacker of cities, son of Laertes, who lives in Ithaca (9. 
504-5; compare 259-66, 364-'7). Odysseus' mention of his true 
name acts as a flash of illumination for the blind giant, who now 
comprehends an earlier prediction concerning his loss of sight. The 
enlightened Cyclops does not respond with stones this time, but 
with the force of words. Polyphemus is able, at long last, to bend 
language to his needs, and he carefully repeats, word for word, 
Odysseus' name, epithet, patronym and country of origin, when he 
prays to his father Poseidon to punish him (9.530-1). Polyphemus' 
accurate use of language--his mention of Odysseus' full name and 
social identity-lends his prayer to Poseidon power and efficacy." 
The giant has failed in his attempts to communicate with the 
Greeks, his fellow Cyclopes, and his pet ram, but his address to his 
father, the god, is successful. Polyphemus uses Odysseus' own 
words against him and determines the Greek's fate by means of 
his verbal appeal to Poseidon. At the very time that Odysseus has 
lost control of his words, the Cyclops finally masters the art of 
language." 

The Polyphemus episode is not, of course, solely about language, 
but it does point to many questions relating to language and its role 
in society, questions which were to occupy the Greeks. How did 
speech develop? What is its purpose? What is the relation between a 
society and the language it speaks? How are laws related to lan­
guage? Do all peoples master language equally? Is there a common 
denominator between speech and diet? What sort of language do 
gods and animals use? Was language always unique ~ man? ~at 
are the implications of a multitude oflanguages? What IS the relatIOn 
between a name and the object it describes? In the following chap­
ters an attempt will be made to trace some of the answers given by 
Gre'ek writers after Homer to these complex questions. 

'4 Brown 1966 discusses ancient belief in the magical power of the name and its 
importance for Polyphemus' curse; see Peradotto 1990, 14~[·.. ... 

65 In later classical traditions Polyphemus is known for hlSSlngmg. Seec. .. ~ £tw. 
eye. 425-6, 489-90 (where he sings quite badly); Philoxenus, PMG SI9md~. 
11. 1>r79 (where he skilfully woos Gal.tea With h,s musIc). 
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Language in the Golden Age 

1. THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE IN 

THE GOLDEN AGE 

A Common Tongue: Babrius and Plato 

When did human beings first begin to use language? The answer 
provided by various Greek writers to this question is part and 
parcel of their reflections on the origins of civilization: discussions 
of the earliest speech communities are linked to more general theor­
ies on the origins and character of earliest man. We have already 
seen that, broadly speaking, Greek thinkers had two different ap­
proaches to the development of human civilization. According to 
one view, man originally lived in the age of Kronos, a golden age, 
where all his creature comforts were provided and he enjoyed a close 
relationship with the gods. I Life subsequently deteriorated, man's 
material lot worsened, and he became susceptible to a variety of 
dangers and disadvantages.' A second view sees human beings as 
progressing or developing from a primitive, bestial state, gradually 
learning to control their environment and acquiring the accou­
trements of civilization. J These two anthropological theories on the 
beginnings of civilized man-which can be reconciled or combined 
at times+-lead to two rather different approaches to the beginnings 

I I use. the words 'man' and 'he' deliberately here~ in many accounts the golden 
race consists solely of males who are fashioned by the gods or created of earth, and 
wome.n have not yet been created. Baldry 1952 points out that Hesiod was the first to 
combine an older tale of the carefree idyllic age of Kronos with the myth of the gold­
en 'ace of men. This period became known as the golden age much later in the works 
of Roman writers from the second ha]fofthe 1St cent. BCE onwards, but i shall use the 
tw? terms, the ~olden age and the age of Krono!, interchangeably here. 

Gatz 1967 IS the fullest discussion of the golden age. See too Lovejoy and Bo •• 
19~5, "p. ch. z; Blundell 1986, ch. 6; Guthrie 1957, ch. 4. 

80. below, Ch. 4. 

: See above, ~ect .. 1.4. Gatz 1967, IS6-6t notes that thinkers such as Theo .. 
ph utUI and P081donJU8 posit a middle way between the alternatives of descent or 
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of language. To anticipate somewhat, those who assume an original 
golden a~e see~ ~o take ~an' s use of language for granted as part of 
the idylhc conditIOns which were provided at that time by the goda 
while the thin~ers w~lO bel.ieve that humans gradually progressed 
from a pnmltlve, ammal-hke eXistence tell of their acquisition of 
language as one stage, among many, in mankind's overall cultural 
develop~en.t. In golden age society speech is present from the very 
start, whIle III progress accounts language is acquired, either all at 
once, as a gift or invention of an outstanding figure, or else slowly as 
speech gradually evolves by ajoint effort of ordinary human beings. 
This chapter is a survey-arranged by theme rather than chronol­
ogy-of Greek ideas on the character of language in the golden age. 

Babrius 

Babrius, the first-century CE poet,' provides a late but very full 
description of the linguistic conditions prevailing during the age of 
Kronos. In the preface to his verse versions of Aesop's fables (Fob. 
Aes. Preambl. 1-13), Babrius notes that at the time of the golden race 
of men, all living creatures possessed articulate voices and knew 
how to speak. Animals held assemblies in the midst of forests; stones 
and leaves spoke; fish talked to sailors; and sparrows conversed 
intelligibly with farmers. There was, he adds, spontaneous produc­
tion of crops, and friendship between gods and mortals.· According 
to Babrius, not only were all living creatures capable of using lan­
guage and conversing with men in the golden age, but nature itself 
could speak. Since Babrius is about to present a series of fables in 
which talking animals regularly play a part, he has a vested interest, 
as it were, in depicting a once-upon-a-time world which included 

ascent. They argue for a three-tier model of human development: (I) a primitive, 
bestial stage, (2) a perfect golden age, (3) technology snd its evils. Here the golden l1li<' 
is not the earliest period of human history, the original state of man. In other 'M"iten 
an idyllic age is said to exist in the present day, but far away. in places such as the 
blessed islands, as in Pindar, 01. 2. 61-77; see e.g. Dillon 1992, 23-{)· 

• Perry 1965, xivii-lii presents the reasons for dating Babrius to the serond hUfof 
the 1st cent. CE. 

, This is the gist of Babrius' words. There are two different versions of the ~ 
opening lines of Babrius' preface-Papyrus Bouriant no. 1 dated to the 4th cent. CS 

and the loth-cent. codex Athous-and the two most recent editions, Pert)· 1<1>5 ..... 
the 1986 Teubner edition of Luzzatto and L. Penna, have rather different toexts. no. 
two lines most important for our purposes (lines S-{) Perry; 6--7 L..-no ..... La 
Penna) are, however. virtually identical in the two versions: m T"fs ii ~ [ac. 
Y<V'~.1 Kill T~ ~ .. ,,~ TW. (,pwv 'wvr). bo.p8,.. • • rX' "",1 MSy.vs "",. 'I. doe _.doe 
golden race all the other creatures had an articulate voice and knew words.' 
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loquacious animals. Babrius invokes wise old Aesop and his stories 
as proofthat animals spoke in the golden age (lines 14-16) and, in 
fact, animal fables conventionally took place in the age of Kronos. 
Various fables actually refer to the time when animals had a com­
mon language with each other or with men. We find, for instance, 
the fable opening 'when the animals spoke' OT< "'wv~'VTa ~V TO. {cpa 
already in Xenophon (Mem. 2. 7. 13), a passage which pre-dates 
extant Aesopic collections. 7 

Babrius also mentions the amity between men and gods, and we 
can assume that in this long ago world human beings conversed with 
divine figures as well as animals. In Babrius' account, then, men in 
the age of Kronos have an exceptionally wide range of conversation_ 
al partners-gods, their fellow men, birds, beasts, fish, stones, and 
leaves-and the fabulist is unusual in assigning so broad a group of 
interlocutors to these men oflong ago. While Babrius does not actu­
ally place gods, men, and beasts in one conversational group it does 
seem as if he intends to erase all linguistic boundaries between the 
three groups. Generally, other writers on the age of Kronos either 
stress the fact that men and the gods share ajoint language or portray 
men and animals as speaking together (and we do not find speech 
assigned to such inanimate objects as stones and leaves). We can, 
perhaps, compare Babrius' account to earlier Jewish traditions 
relating to the Garden of Eden. According to post-biblical Jewish 
sources there were no linguistic distinctions between God, men, 
and beasts in Paradise. Animals, too, are said to have spoken 
Hebrew, the primordial language with which God created the world 
and in which he addressed Adam. • 

The golden age is an idyllic world, an imaginary, perfect time 
with exemplary living conditions, and consequently we can assume 
that the linguistic situation is meant to be ideal as well. Thus when 
Babrius and other Greek writers postulate a common language for 
all in the golden age, with beasts, or even inanimate nature no less 
capable of speech than men and gods, the implicit message behind 

. ~ See also the openings of two fables found in the Aesop vita, telling of a time when 
hVlng cTea.tures spo,ke the same language (as humans): OT':~'" Ta 'ciJa olLo~wva (fab. 384 
Perry = V'tQ~e!op,sch. 133)and KnO' 8 ... f(UtpOV~)I OJ..L#wvQ.1'n 'wo. 7'Ot~ d ... 9pdmotlO (fab. 
JII7 P.rry = V/ta ch. 99)and see further Nagy 1979. 314-16; Perry 1962, 314. For a 
di~e;:'t iIIpproa~h to amma~ speech m Greek fables, see Pelliccia 1995.62-3, 68-<). 
. • ••. I!. Jubilee. J: .8wlth Charle. (190', '7-8) ad loc.; .ee too 1"'25-6. Jubilees 
101Iener.l1y dated '0 the .econd half of the 2nd cent. ncB-see Rubin 1998, 309 with 
n.16. 

. ". 
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this description is that ideally, in the best of all possible worlda 
everyone (and everything) should be able to converse together. Th; 
broadest possible speech community, with full communication 
between gods, men, beasts, and nature, is the optimal situation. It is 
possible that gods, men, and the various species of animals in the 
golden age each had their own individual languages, besides sharing 
a joint form of speech. The situation may have been like the 
Pentecostal experience, with harmony and unity arising out of a 
diversity of languages, 9 but it is more likely that there was only one 
language at the time. In most depictions of the era of Kronos, con­
ditions are idyllic but simple, and one common tongue shared by all 
creatures would seem to fit this scheme best. 1 0 

We are given next to no information on the actual language used 
by these golden age speakers and, somewhat surprisingly, are not 
told by any Greek author that the earliest form of speech, the lan­
guage used in the age of Kronos, was Greek. There is perhaps a 
parallel situation in the Old Testament, where it is not actually 
stated that Hebrew was used in the Garden of Eden, even if ety­
mologies such as those found at Genesis 2: 23 (and 3: 20 and 4: I) 
seem to indicate that they are based on this common assumption. 
The lack of explicit information in the Bible on the language spoken 
in the Garden of Eden led, from ancient times onwards, to heated 
debates on the nature of the primordial language. Greek, Latin, 
Syriac, Flemish, French, Swedish, etc. were all put forward as 
humankind's original language, in addition to Hebrew." If the 
Greeks do not discuss the precise identity of golden age language 
this may simply be because it was taken for granted that Greek was 
the original tongue. 12 

Speech in the time of Kronos was ideal, then, because of its uni­
versality, but was it perfect in other ways as well? Was it anAdamic 

9 Acts of the Apostles 2: 1-4; compare I Cor. 14; see the discussion in BaraDski 
1989, 21 4. 

" In the Callimachus fable discussed below, men and animals originally speak the 
same language hut animals nonetheless have unique tJO;ces of their O'\\o"fi. Interest .. 
ingly, Porphyry (De Abs!. J. 3. 6) refers to men of otd who understood an the lan­
guages spoken by animals. 

It For the debates see 01ender 1992. esp. ch. 1~ he notes how in 1688.AftdTeas 
Kempe satirically has God speaking Swedish, Adam usill!( Danish, and the se""",t 
tempting Eve in ~~rench. See too Eeo 1995. chs. 1 and 5; Katz 1981, 131 . 

" Thus Vernant vii in Olender 1992. Compare the suggestion by the pod­
Epicurean philosoph~r Philodemus that Greek (or something close to it) WII8 the bot­
guage ofthe gods (De Dei, 3. 14.6-8, p. 37 Diet.). 

\ I 
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I lucid and illuminating tongue, unsurpassed in its capac_ anguage, a . b . 
. to express the very nature or essence of thmgs y means of Its 
Ity d b d' . wordS?" A primordial, universal language nee not e Ivme or 
perfect" and speech conditions in the age of Kronos may have been 
analogous to the food situation at that time. In most accounts of the 

lden age we are told that the earth supplied an abundance of food 
~ itself with no labour or effort expended by anyone. This 
~ffortles~ abundance is what was unique and ideal, while t?e food 
itself-in many accounts of the golden age--was not partIcularly 
cultivated or refined. " Similarly, it is the abundance of speech in the 
golden age, the effortless use of language by all creatures which is 
ideal, and the actual language spoken may not have been especially 
refined or sophisticated, not to say Adamic. 

Plato 

Indeed, we find in Plato's account of the golden age some reserva­
tions about the use of speech by the creatures of that era. Plato 
describes the age of Kronos in the Politicus (269a-274e; esp. 27IC-
272d).'· Kronos acts as a shepherd towards humans, who grow 
younger, rather than older. No animals were wild or ate one another 
(0';'" aypLOv >Iv OVOEV ov,,£ cl.'\'\~'\wv £OwOa£ 27IeI) in this golden age, 
and there were no wars. Nor were there any political organizations, 
wives, or children. The earth bore fruit of its own accord and there 
was no agriculture. People lived mainly outdoors, and did not wear 
clothing. And, most important for our purposes, in this world of 
long ago outlined by Plato, men could also speak with animals. This 
was a good thing-and the age of Kronos was happier than our 
own-the Stranger of the Politicus argues (272b-d), if men actually 
used the opportunity to converse with the various species and make 
use of each one's unique knowledge to add to the general store of 
wisdom. If. however, men of the age of Kronos just used their 
leisure time to fill themselves with food and drink and to converse 

I) For the salient features of Adamic language see e.g. Steiner 1992,58-9; Aarsleff 
1982, 25-6 and 260-1; Eeo 1995, passim, 

14 See Eco 1995.73-4. who notes thatthe distinction between an original language 
and a perfect one is not always kept in mind by ancient or modern thinkers. 

11 Spontaneous production of food: Hes. Ergo 117-18; PI. Pol, 27 I d-272a; Laws 
,.)e; Virgo Eel. 4 .• f>-45; GeoT. J. 125-8; Luc. DRN 5.933-44; Tib. J. 3. 4.-6; Qv. 
MIt. J. '0'-12; compare PI. (,aws 678d-679c and Arat. Phaen. '12-'3. See G.le 
'994 •• 65-6 wIth n. 37. 

,. For a useful survey of rectnt dllcussions of the Politicus myth, see McCabe 
.. "en; .... too Blundell '986. '49-5); Oillon '992. 
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with animals in the way that they are shown doing in current tales, 
then present-day men are better off than such people were, the 
Eleatic Stranger concludes. (The 'current tales' mentioned by 
Plato's Stranger is probably a reference to comic parodies of the 
reign of Kronos, where men are shown carousing and feasting on 
food which is provided of its own accord and begs to be eaten---see 
below.)" 

In this passage, Plato points to the possible pitfalls of universal 
communication. The wide range of speakers in the golden age 
means that an ideal language for that time would be one which was 
well suited to all of its users. Since one and the same language was 
spoken by a variety of very different creatures, their common dis­
course may have been elementary, in content (and possibly form as 
well). Topics of conversation-between men and animals at any 
rate--could have been quite basic, a reflection of the simple, un­
complicated interests the two groups held in common. Thus it is 
conceivable that communication in the golden age, while a11-
encompassing, was on a fairly low level, and in his account Plato 
raises the possibility that the common language--or, to be more 
precise, mode of discourse--in the golden age was not philosophical 
but trivial. Plato stresses the difference between philosophical dis­
course and a common tongue shared by all. The philosopher's ideal 
communication in the golden age involves men and the various ani­
mals embarking on a joint investigation of each species' particular 
capacities and using these unique qualities of perception to add to 
their common understanding (7TlJV8av6,..€Voc Trap'" TT<ll11lS 4>va£ws El 
'TwO: 'TIS IStav ovvaf.L1.V EXOV(Ja f/ulJeTo Tt OUICPOPOV TWV lliruv EIS 

avvayvp,..'w <ppov~a£ws 272C2-4). This passage of the Politicus points 
to the two quite different ways a universal language can be utilized­
as a philosophical tongue where the common base allows everyone 
to exchange. share, and develop scientific knowledge. or for trivial 
exchanges (over food and drink) which presumably draw upon the 
lowest common interests shared by the various interlocutors. We 
cannot know, Plato's Stranger adds, in which of these two ways 
creatures of the golden age chose to use conversation. 

" See Oil1on '99'. 29-30. who thinks that the current tales ...., • ~ 10 
A •• opian fahles. and compare Rowe '995. 194 (ad 27:ac?-<i'}, M<:C.obc '~' """ 
105-8 has an intere~ting discussion of the reasons why theageofZeuaNlPlaao sMyth 
i. better suited to philosophizing than the ~ of Kronos. 
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Adami, and Universal Languages 

An Adamic Golden Age Language? 

Here, then, Plato suggests that the original universal language could 
have been used as a tool to advance philosophical knowledge. This 
implies that Plato's universal language of the age of Kronos, even if 
used properly, was not an Adamic tongue. In an Adamic language, 
names mirror essences and there is a perfect correspondence in lan­
guage between word and thing. Such a tongue already contains the 
essential knowledge of an object in its very name and renders philo­
sophical inquiry superfluous. If Plato's golden age creatures spoke 
such a language they would not need to investigate each species' 
unique traits in order to create a pool of common knowledge: simply 
sharing a joint language and knowing the names of things would 
suffice." If Plato's golden age language in the Politicus is not 
Adamic, we do find a discussion of such a perfect language else­
where in the philosopher's writings. In the Cratylus Socrates 
assigns an ideal language to the gods, noting that they speak a 
correct language, calling things by their natural names, which reveal 
their essences, while men do not. t9 We are also told that the first 
that is, earliest, names were of divine origin and this would see~ 
to indicate that the very first language was the language of the 
gods. Speech, it is claimed, was then corrupted over time, so that 
language no longer serves as a lucid mirror of nature. 20 It seems clear 
from the etymological discussions of the Cratylus that Greek was 
not thought to be the oldest language, for there are hints that some 
Greek words are derived from barbarian languages that are older 
than Greek.': We hear, then, in the Cratylus of an original, perfect 
language of divine origin which has changed for the worse over time. 
But there is no link in the Cratylus between this first Adamic 

• • , S~e ~imone 1998, ,~7I (~.n. the ai~ o~ those who created universal languages): 
The slgn'fi~d could be read In the slgmfier and in the opposite way the signifier 
woul~ be C;dlcta~ed" b~ the signified itself.' Kretzmann 1971, 137: eve;; name would 
bear Its credentials on Its face. 

'11 Div I (' 
bel m~ anguage: - rat. 39 I dz-e3; compare 4ood6-<); see Baxter 1992 112 and 

see OW, Sect. 3. • 

(S: Divine origin of first words: erat. 438c (Cratylus speaking)' see 397b-c 
c r:8) and contra .. 42 Sd. Corruption of language: e.g. 418b-419'b (Socr.tes); 
"~ D 43h4C-d and see 435C where Cratylus seems to concede that words can 
•.. u._ .. e [or t e worse. 

I1 (",at. 425e-4261i compare 4.3Id; 8ee 81804108; 412b; 4168. 
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language of the gods, whose words reflect the essential characteria­
tics of the objects they denominate, and the golden age for th· 
language of the gods is not assigned to the age of Kronos'u N ~ . or IS 
there any mention in the Cratylus of golden age creatures who spoke 
a perfect language, a language identical with that now used by the 
gods. 

We d~ find traces of a theory of a perfect golden age language in 
Stoic writers: scholars suggest that Stoic thinkers linked an original 
Adamic langua~e with ~he golden age." The Stoics apparently pos­
tulated an ongmal, ratIOnal language, conceived by rational man 
with the first words expressing the nature of the things th~ 
named. ,. Words were corrupted over time, and in parallel fashion, 
primitive man who originally lived rationally and in harmony with 
nature, subsequently changed for the worse.25 Can these harmo­
nious men and their perfect first language be assigned to the golden 
age? The Stoics seem to have described namegivers, wise men who 
imposed the perfect correspondence in language between word and 
thing, and such wise men were, according to the Stoics, the first 
kings.2• Posidonius tells us that wise men were kings in the age of 
Kronos,27 and thus we arrive, somewhat tentatively, at a Stoic con­
ception of an Adamic golden age language. An original Adamic 
language which was subsequently corrupted, such as the gods' lan­
guage in the Cratylus, must be reconstructed if it is to yield up its 
secrets. This means that the study of etymologies is a serious philo­
sophical pursuit, for it is an attempt to recover the original form of 
words in order to uncover their true meanings and reveal the 

21 Note, however, the remarks of Baxter 1992) 112, who points to a possible link in 
the Cratylus between the knowledge of correct names and membership in the golden 
race of men. Euthyphro, an expert in etymologies, is said to impart a &u,uwicz .... 
(396d); subsequently Socrates links anif'ovES, s.id to be members of the golden race, 
with wise men (t/>p6"tjLot Kai 8a(jLov~s 397d-398c). 

" See Frede 1978, 68-<) with notes on 75; Blank 1982, 21-2 with notes OD 7T. 
Sluiter 1990) 18-22 and 209 . 

" SeeOrigen, ContraCe/sum I. 24(=SVFii. 146}:.""',~""''''''''' 
~w"wv 'Ta 1Tpayp.ara (Ka(J' WV Ta OVOILaTa) and Philo, De Opi/. Mtutdi 150 (rational 
words and r.tional man). Philo is thought to be influenced by Stoic thought heft­
.eeSluiter 1990, W-zowilh n. 72 and compare Blank 1982,77 n. 2. 

B Corruption of men: Diog. L.ert. 7. 89: see too SVFiii. az8-36 and _ SNMr 
1990, 19-20. 

" Both these points are speculative: set' Blank 1'182, 77n. 5 and Ftede l,?8."OIld 
75 n. 17, who cites Philo, De Optj. M"rtdi 148; O-<t.;"~. I. ao; V ....... u.­
LatinQ 5.1h}. The /irst two texts refer to the biblical Adorn os wise kiIoe-­
giveT, while Varro's royal namegiver is a no'': Lati-.s. 

.. Senec •• Ep. 90. 5 = fr .• 84 Edelstein-Kidd. 
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essences of the objects they denominate." Thus we find a whole 
series of etymologies in the Cratylus and considerable Stoic interest 
in etymology as well. The actual etymologies developed by Socrates 
in the Cratylus are nonetheless quite playful: the name of Kronos, 
for instance, is derived from his clean, pure mind. '9 

Universal Languages 

Later Western thinkers will continue this attempt to retrace the 
original, perfect language of mankind in order to unlock the secrets 
of the universe which it contained. The search for the perfect lan­
guage, identified by Western thinkers with the biblical Adam's orig­
inal tongue in the Garden of Eden, continued throughout medieval 
times, the Renaissance, and early modern period. 30 In the seven­
teenth and eighteenth centuries, several European thinkers aban­
doned the search for the original language of humankind and turned 
instead to a new kind of universal language, one which they them­
selves could create." Men such as Francis Bacon, Jan Amos 
Comenius, George Dalgarno, and John Wilkins found fault with 
existing languages and, looking forward rather than backward, 
aimed at constructing a new ideal language. A variety of disparate 
goals were to be realized by means of this universal language. The 
common tongue was intended to allow communication between 
various peoples, facilitate trade, propagate the Bible, and at the 
same time express reality in a rational and ordered way, and thus 
advance scientific knowledge. This desire for a universal language 
which would facilitate scientific research is, in essence, a return to 
Babel: once again men aspired to speak one language and build 
monumental works together. 

These seventeenth-century European thinkers wished to create a 

2B The idea that etymologies will lead to essences is found in the very word 'ety­
mology' l'Tvf.Lo) .\6yoS' i.e. true word (or account); the term was apparently coined by 
the Jrd-cent. BCE Stoic phi1osopher, Chrysippus. For the use of etymologies by early 
Greek thinkers, see Sluiter 1997. 155-63; Kraus 1987. 

19 KOPOII ... OTIp.a{vEt ... 70 Ku(JapOJl am-ov Kat dK~pa'TOV TOU vou Crat. 396b. See 
Baxter 1992, ch. 4 and Barney 1998 on the etymologies of the Cratylus; Sedley 1998b 
18 an. Interestmg attem.pt to take these etymologies seriously_ For the Stoics, see the 
cautionary comments In Long and Sedley 1987, i. 195; see too Sluiter 1997, 155-63; 
A,!!81~r J 989. . 

Se ••. g. Eco '995. paSSIm. 
JI .See ~Iaughter 198;l,passimj Knowison 1975, appendix B, 2:l;4-32 has a compre .. 

hen~ve hat of 17th~ and 18th~cent. schemes of universal writing and language. 
Rob,,,,, 1990. ,.0-30; Aanlelf 1980 • • 60-1; Simone 1998, '70-6 all have brief 
surveys. 
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language ~hich would be both universally intelligible and philo­
sophical, a language absolutely new, absolutely easy abaol tel 
ration,al, in brief a Pan~o~~ic language, the. univers~l carri~r :r 
Light, as Comemus put It. Some of these phtlosophicallanguages 
were based ?n sounds, that IS were phonetic tongues, meant to be 
spoken, while others used 'real characters', that is, written or 
graphic symbols which referred to things themselves rather than 
words. These sym~ols c.ould, it was thought, be read by everyone, 
no matter what their native tongue. (This was based on a misunder­
standing of the Chinese form of writing and its users.)" Thinkers 
who conceived such universal languages, men such as Comenius 
and Wilkins, realized that existing knowledge needed to be compre­
hended, codified, and organized in order to create a philosophical 
language. The lexica of such philosophical languages were not 
based on the vocabularies of existing languages, but on a model of 
nature, or of reality, or of scientific knowledge and included a con­
ceptual classification of the things the language was used to talk 
about. 34 Thus, the formulation of universal languages and an 
attempt to survey, classify, and order all the workings of nature went 
hand in hand in these seventeenth-century trials." Here we come 
back to the golden age language which Plato outlines in the Politicus, 
for it is a language, common to all, but one which entails a synthesis 
of the investigations of each species in order to become truly ideal. 
In Plato's description of the various species conversing together in 
order to discover the unique perceptions of each group and add to 
the general store of knowledge we find, perhaps, the forerunner of 
the taxonomic surveys undertaken by the inventors of universal 
languages in the seventeenth century. 

It is worth remembering, however, that unlike these seventeenth­
century European figures, Plato does not discuss here the com­
ponents, morphology, or syntax of golden age language, only the use 
to which a universal language should be put. In the Cratylus (~b-
42Sb), however, Socrates outlines the components of a model hypo­
thetical tongue, describing briefly the way a precise, systematic 
language, where every name would reflect the nature of the object it 

" Comenius. Via Lucis as quoted by Bennett and :llandelbrore 1998, 108. 1M 
Via Lucis was published in 1668. but written some z decades earlier. 

" SeeSimone 1998. '55. 157.and2l7n. 21; HarrisandT8}'IQI' 1997,IIS· 
.. Knowlson 1975. ch. 3; Slaughter 198 •• 126. 
u Slaughter IQ8z. passim; furthe-r refs. in Sil'n()M IwS, 119 ft• 45· 
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denominates, could be constructed. (Perhaps Socrates is outlining 
the principles according to which he believed the divine language of 
the gods was assembled: human beings could then at~empt to 
retrace the process and arrive at a perfect language.) ThIs Ideallan_ 
guage is formed by means of several steps. First, words are divided 
into their primary elements-syllables, consonants, vowels, etc. 
Next, reality is analysed: the things which exist and are to be named 
must be divided into their respective primary elements, being 
analysed in the same way that names are analysed.'· The next stage 
involves applying names to things according to likeness or mimetic­
ally (KaTu T~V Op.ot6T7JTa 424d6), using either a basic element as a 
name for an object or else mixing together elements to form syl­
lables and words which are then used as names. Plato compares this 
process of composing names to the work of a painter, who some­
times uses plain, unmixed colours to produce a likeness and 
sometimes blends his paints to form new colours. While Socrates 
quickly dismisses the possibility of constructing such a language 
(42Sd), it is interesting to find that this ideal tongue involves a 
taxonomy of sorts." We find, then, both in the Cratylus and the 
Politicus traces of a philosophical language used to investigate, 
clarify, and comprehend all types of knowledge. Plato's ideal 
language foreshadows the demands made of a universal tongue by 
seventeenth-century thinkers in England and France. J8 

Descartes, one of the earliest of the European thinkers to discuss 
a universal language, echoes Plato's distinction in the Politicus 
between a common international language and a philosophicallan­
guage founded on the investigation and classification of scientific 
knowledge. Descartes objected to the idea of a universal language 
based on primitive words taken from existing languages and argued 
for a philosophical language which could be constructed and for­
mulated only after all possible human thoughts were ordered and 
arranged. Such clarity and simplicity would lead to the acquisition 

I. The text here, erat. 424d, is difficult. For a discussion of the whole passage, see 
Baxter 1992, 7~8, 1,1-2; Kretzmann 1971, 137; Gentinetta 196I,6Cr7. Kraus 1987. 
164-7 thinks that the Crat. passage may have been influenced by Democritus' atom .. 
ism and notes the Atomists' comparison between letters and atoms--see DK 67 A6 
and He further below, Sect. 4.5 with n. 188. 

n On taxonomy in the Craty/us, see Kretzmann 197 I, 128 and compare Baxter 
'993,40-1 with n. 43; see too erat. 388b-c. 

.. St. Baxter '992,65"" for a di8cussion of the model language of the Cratylus 
~maf tht> b~ckground of language speculation in the J 7th and J 8th centuries, par. 
tK:w.rly the ,d •• l langual" of Comeniu8. 
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of genuine scientific knowledge, Descartes thought, but only true 
philosophy could bring about a universal language of this kind." 
(Descartes is, of course, putting the cart before the horse, when he 
postulates the use of logic before language.) He adds that the world 
would have to become an earthly paradise before a universal scien­
tific language would come into being and indeed the philosophical 
language sought after in seventeenth-century England and Franee 
'was the exact equivalent of the philosopher's stone' ,'" an unfulfilled 
(and unrealizable) scheme. Plato is perhaps more realistic than these 
European thinkers, for his universal language is an original golden 
age one, lost once that mythical period had ended. 

Speaking Animals 

We have seen that in his description of the age of Kronos, Plato sug­
gests two possible ways in which men of the golden age may have 
spent their time, in learned conversation or in thoughtless partying. 
Proc1us when discussing this passage of Plato (Theologia Platonica 
5. 7-8) thinks that the men of the Politicus myth did in fact use their 
time to acquire wisdom by conversing with other species, plucking 
intellectual fruits (Kat 70US VOEPOUS 0pE7rOVTa, Kap1TOVS)!' Plutarch, in 
similar fashion, has the inhabitants of the island of Kronos spend 
their time in philosophical conversation (7r<pt AOyOUS TLVUS aE' KCU 
4,,}.o(]oq,{av o,aTp{{3oVaL De Facie 94Ie) and we find parallel descrip­
tions of various cultural activities pursued by men in another idyllic 
time, the afterlife." Yet it is possiblethatthe golden race, which was 
not privy to many of the refinements of civilization, was not quite so 
intellectual. Perhaps life in the age of Kronos was not all that 
different from the physically comfortable, but spiritually dissatisfy­
ing existence to be had in the 'city of pigs' outlined in Plato's 
Republic (3 69a-3 72d). Golden age creatures could have been cultur­
ally limited beings who used the gift of a universal language for 
simple and rather mindless purposes. 

19 See Descartes's letter of 1629 to Mersenne in Kenny 19701 3-6~ see too Reo 
1995,216-18; Slaughter '982. 126-<.1. 

•• Aarsleff 1982. 261. . 
.. Compare Row. '995. 193 (adPo/. 272b8-c5). who.lsothmkUh.t~ 

age men could hsye learned something phllosoph1cal from their animal '. 
.. See [Pl.] Axiochus 371<:-<1; Aristotle fr. 58 Rose and the further retiorences m 

Gat. 1967. 188-9. (n the Politics ('334,.8-34) Aristotle points out that ~ 
.s the inhabitants of the Islands of the Blessed-who possess every p>d IM.ve:­
Cill need for philosophy (and justice and tempennce). Seeroo DiIIoa 14)9a. 30 15 
n.18. 

r 
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Depictions of the golden age in fifth-century comedies certainly 
present life in the golden age in this latter fashion. They stress the 
material enjoyment of life, the second of Plato's two alternatives." 
Men are said to lead a life of ease and abundance, and food is pro­
vided of itself, with no effort on their part. Such automatic provision 
of the necessities of life is a feature found in many depictions of the 
age of Kronos, but writers of ancient comedy parody this situation 
and take the life of effortless ease one stage further. There is no need 
for slaves in this comic world, for objects arrange and move them­
selves, while rivers offood flow by, begging to be eaten. Animals and 
even objects are said to speak in comic portrayals of the age of 
Kronos, but as far as can be seen from fragments of these lost plays, 
such possession of speech is usually linked to the central theme of 
endless, unconstrained eating. In Crates' Beasts (eT/pta) we find that 
fish speak aloud while they are being cooked in order to announce 
that they are not completely fried. They are then instructed to turn 
over and salt themselves. Speech is also extended to water, which 
flows freely into containers and gives notice when the vessels are 
full. At the same time it is worth noting that the eponymous chorus 
of Crates' play, the beasts, use their powers of speech for more seri­
ous purposes. These beasts are gentle golden age creatures who urge 
men to abstain from animal flesh, and to eat fish and vegetables 
instead (fr. 19 K.-A.): here we find a link between speaking animals 
and vegetarianism!' In another fifth-century play, by Telec\eides, 
different kinds of baked goods compete with one another and beg to 
be eaten. In these comic parodies, various conventional features 
associated with golden age life-nature supplying food, talking ani­
mals-are distorted to create a fantastic world of luxurious ease!' 
The concept of a universal language is subverted here, along with 
the Idea of the natural provision of food: animals and objects speak 
with men simply in order to make the latter's life run even more 
smoothly and effortlessly. Golden age harmony and unity have been 
replaced by mdolence and opulence. It seems likely that Plato was 

4J Athenaeus 6. 267 ff. is the chief Source for these comic fragments. See tDO the 
refs. collected by Gatz 1967, 116-21 and see Lovejoy and Boas 1935 38-4 1 and 
BlundeUI986,155-6. ' 

:: See too ,fTr. !?-17 K;-A. See Baldry 1953. esp. 53-4 and below, Sect, 4. 
Teleclelde. 14.p.<j>'KTUOV« fr 1 K -A .• 1I l'h" . It f f . . " ee esp. ·4-5 J 3· IS comic scenario of 

~ :~ Of ood ~sking to be consum~d is not restricted to ~ortrayals of the golden age 
an J~ ound In t.wo related, u~optan or fantastic situations, the world below of 
El~U8mlan mystenea and dep1ctJOna of life in the lap of Persian luxury' see Gatz 1967 
11~2:z. ' , 
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influenced by these comic distortions and caricatures wh h' 
d . en elmag_ 

jnes golden age men an ammals talking over food and drink (above 
text near n. 17)· ' 

We find two accounts of speaking animals in later G k ho . .. . ree aut n. 
The JewIsh wnter Philo (De ConfuslOne Linguarum 6-8) . • recounts a 
tale told by fashIOners of myth ("po, /JoVOO"Ao,UTW"V 6) of a common 
language spoken long ago by the creatures of land sea and . Th , . f.. , 1 alr. e 
animals p~ssesslOn 0 a Jomt language led to a communication of 
their expenences, good and bad, and to a community off r 

, f h . . . ee mg, a 
sharmg 0 t elr vanous JOYS and sorrows!· Here then, a universal 
language among ammals, used to communicate feelings and experi­
ences, leads to communal accord and harmony: a common lan e 
in the golden age would serve a similar function, uniting an~ 
wider commumty of gods, men, and animals. Philo then relates that 
the animals eventually suffered from a surfeit of blessings and began 
to make unreasonab.le demands,. asking to be granted immortality. 
They were then pumshed by havmg their single language broken up 
into different dialects so that they were no longer able to understand 
one another. Philo records this tale when discussing the biblical 
story of the Tower of Babel, and his talking creatures are punished 
by a Babel-like fragmentation of language, rather than a loss of the 
power of speech. 

An earlier version of the tale, a fragment of Callimachus, has these 
animals lose language altogether!' Callimachus assigns the fable to 
'Aesop the Sardinian'" and tells of how creatures-winged, in the 
sea, and four-footed-speak the same language as men in the time of 
Kronos. While the fragment makes no mention of any community 
of feeling brought about by this universal language, these creatures, 
too, become dissatisfied with their lot. They anger Zeus, complain-

46 Philo, De Cmljus£one Linguarum 7: T(lS rE yap ~8ovds Ko,& d."sia.s Q..U~ 
dva1>epoJ!'TCt 5ui TOV O/-L0tPwvotJ IJtJv~5E"TO Kat' UlII1Ct7J5{{HO. 

41 Callimachus, Iambus 2 fT. 192 Pfeiffer. The text ofthe fragment is based mainly 
on the lacunose P 0.\)" 1011; the first 3 lines are also quoted by other writers. The 
content of Callimachus' iambic poem can be supplemented by the Jnn"vOQS'. a 
papyrus summary outline of the Hellenistic writer's poems (Dieg. 6. 22-3:Z). See 
Perry 1965, 505-6 and 1962, 312-14. Kerkhecker 1999.49-63 is. recent. """"""" 
hensive discussion of the poem. Note his comment on the paradoxical quahtiesofthe 
tale (58): 'Zeus take$ away from the animals what man already owns--rhe gift of 
speech; and he tran}ifers to mankind what the animals still posst'ss-their voices.~ 

48 Perry 1962,314. notes that the fable is not attributf'd to Aesop elsewhere. but it 
is fitting that Ae:\op, who so frequt'ntlv narrates the conversations of animals should 
explain how their lan~uaJl:t' disappe8~d. Philo is acquaintt'd with the Hebrew BiWe. 
while Cal1imarhus, it set'llls safe to say, is not. 
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ingthat the god's rule is unjust and asking for a r~lease,from old age 
(as in Philo). The god then takes away t~e antmals speech and 
bestowS it upon men. Presumably these antmals all spoke one lan­
guage, but in their different, individual voices, for Zeus gives one 
person the voice of a dog, another that of a donkey, etc. Since that 
time, Callimachus adds, men have become quite talkative 
(1TOv)..6,..vOo, Kai )..&'\0'), Here, then, the animals' loss of speech leads 
to a linguistic break between men and animals, rather than among 
the animals' themselves as in Philo's tale. This loss of language by 
animals, a narrowing of the speech community, should probably be 
linked with the ending of the idyllic golden age. Indeed 
Callimachus, after mentioning the linguistic conditions prevalent in 
the age of Kronos (line 4), then introduces Zeus (line 6; compare 
Dieg. 6. 26). It seems that the younger god has now usurped his 
father's throne and the golden age has ended. Perhaps it is not a 
coincidence that the animals have their speech taken away and are 
reduced from virtually human status to a more beast-like state 
because of their audacity in requesting a divine quality, eternal 
youth. The animals in Callimachus' tale complain about Zeus' lack 
of justice and their subsequent punishment brings to mind Hesiod's 
famous description of how Zeus has given justice to men, while ani­
mals, who are without justice, eat one another (Erga 276-8; see 
above, Sect. 1.3). Presumably Callimachus' speechless animals now 
become altogether unjust and begin to eat one another: the golden 
age has ended"· 

Utopian Languages 

It is not only in depictions of the golden age, comic or otherwise, 
that we find exceptional linguistic conditions. Other idyllic times 
and places, utopian communities of various kinds, also have special 
languages. One such community may have been Ouranopolis, a city 
founded shortly after the death of Alexander the Great by 
Alexarchus, brother of the ruler of Macedon, Cassander. The 
founder of this 'city of heaven' apparently identified himself with 
the sun and, according to the coins that he struck, termed his fellow 
citizens children of heaven (Ovpav{Sm). Alexarchus was said to be 
learned (ypa,..,..aT'Ko~)'O and he introduced several idiosyncratic 

.~ Eluwhere i.n his writ1ngs Callimachus includes other unusual speakers: talking 
Itatues, unborn mfllnts, trees, and croWS'--See (rr. 114,199. Del. 86--t:):Q, 189-<)0 and 
the further references in PellicciB 1995,72-3 with n. 118. 

'0 Clement, Protrepticus 4.54. 
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expressions (/i,aAEKTovs IStas EI(J~vEYK£v), such as calling a barber a 
'mortal shaver' ({3POTOK(P'T1)S). Athenaeus, our source for this last 
statement, reproduces a letter written by Alexarchus, an unintelli­
gible document written in what see~~ to be garbled Greek." While 
it has been argued that Alexarchus CIty was meant to be a utopian 
world state and his language a universal tongue to foster inter­
national brotherhood, the evidence for this is flimsy. All we can say 
with certainty is that Alexarchus coined a new language of some 
kind, apparently for the city that he founded." 

Plutarch provides much firmer evidence for a link between utop­
ian times and a universal language, in his description of Persian 
beliefs. According to Plutarch, Persians think that at a destined 
time, an evil god will disappear, plague and famine will be 
destroyed, and the earth will be flat and level. One way of life with 
one government will arise, with all men happy and speaking the 
same language. S3 It does not matter for our purposes if Plutarch is 
misguided in ascribing such beliefs to the Persians:" what is im­
portant is his mention of one language spoken by all as one of the 
blessings of an eschatological end of days. In Jewish sources, we find 
a parallel belief: one language, Hebrew, will be spoken again by all 
nations at the end of the days, thus reversing the effect of the Tower 

of Babel." 
Utopias can be found in a golden age at the beginnings of time, at 

a distant point in the future, or in the present, in a faraway land. 
Iambulus, whose lost work is summarized by Diodorus Siculus (2. 
55-60), provides a vivid description of a utopian community which 
he allegedly visited. '6 The island, one of seven located at the equa­
tor, has a mild, pleasing climate and the people on it live an ideal, 
temperate life. They are long-lived, hold children in common, and 
food is supplied to them in abundance. The islanders, said to be 
remarkably beautiful, have double tongues and consequently can 

SI Athen. 3. 98d-f. Heracleides of Lembus is hisso~rce. . 
" See Tarn 1948. ii. 429-34 for Alexarchus the ufi1versahst. Baldry 1965. 124-S 

andFergusonI975,lo8-Ioaremoresceptical. ,. , •• # 

53 lva Piol' Kat f.'tav 1To,xtT£lav aJ,8pW1TwV fUUCaptwv J(1).t o,.wy.\wo(JQW.~ ~ 
DeIs. et Osir. 37ob . . ' . .' ttad·· 

.. Thus Griffiths (1970. 479-80), who thmks thatthls IS' Bab~I:I:": (17sd. 
" See the Qumran fragments 4Q404 frr. '-3. 1''''0_.' ~f]vd 5 3 P EsheI 

longe); 1'anhuma \'elamdmll(Midrash 1'aMU"'t1 Genesis 11 (p .• 8 Buber). See 
and Stone (1995),218-21; Rubin [998. 310-[ land the further sources thoft&.- tIw 

J6 It is difficult to assi~n lambulus an e'X8ct date. and estimateS ...nee 
early 3rt! to mid-1St cent. B('E ....... eee.g. Baldry 1'165, 1'4 and Fergusort 1975. 12_. 
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carry on two conversations at once. The two tongues are a physical 
manifestation which is, we are told, partly the work of nature and 
partly a deliberate contrivance (2. 56. 5--6)· In other words, the 
island's inhabitants have a natural tendency to polyglottism which 
they further enhance. Normally two tongues are an indication of 
treachery or hypocrisy, 57 but here they are an external sign (and 
cause) of the islanders' ability to carry on the widest possible com­
munication with others. The people on the island can imitate every 
articulate language known to man, the many sounds of birds, and 
virtually every sound (1TOtKLAWTaTovS' aUTO US EZ'vaL TarS cPwva~ DV p.6vov 

'mioav aIlOpw7TtVT)V Kat Ot.1]pOPWIlEV1JV OH1A€KTOV 1·.ttfLOV#J-'VOV~, d.,,\Ad. Kat 

ros TWV OpVEWV 1TOAUq,wvtus- Ka~ Ka86AOu 1Taaav ~Xov iOUJTT}Ta 1TpoteaOUL 
2.56.6). Presumably they do not simply imitate these languages and 
sounds, but use them to communicate with different peoples, birds, 
etc. Communication is at a premium here, and interestingly, the 
islanders' ears are much larger as well, perhaps to allow them to hear 
all these sounds." They are also said to have some kind of valves to 
close their ears. 

Since the people of the island allegedly live in the here and now, 
in Iambulus' time, and not in a golden age in the past, they cannot, 
by definition, speak a universal language. Iambulus grants them the 
next best thing, the knowledge of all languages, human and other­
wise. Given a world in which there is a wide variety of peoples and 
tongues, speaking alI languages is the alternative to, virtually the 
equivalent of, a universal language. The effect in this ideal faraway 
land is the same: the islanders can converse with every living 
creature. I t is worth noting that not every polyglot people uses their 
linguistic abilities for the good. There is a tale from the medieval 
Liber Monstrorum de Diversis Generibus (I. 40) on a people who 
could speak every human tongue (linguas omnium nationum). They 
use this knowledge to astound visitors from afar, stunning them by 
addressing them in their language, only to decapitate them and eat 
them raw. We will encounter below (Sect. 5-4) fabulous tales of a 
beast, the corocotta, which knows how to imitate the language of 
men to the extent of calling individuals by name. It uses this lin­
guistic ability to lure men to their death. ,. 

'7 See Dubuislon 1983. 
t. Tbi. i. according to the reading found in some MSS at 2. 56. 4 Ta. ,."b ry}S' dKO~S' 

"~IJ (the 8perturea of hearing, i.e. ears), rather than T'ljS pwos (the nose, i.e:- ~~s­
... Ie). .. See Rohde '9'4, 24fr7 n. 2. 
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We a~e told th~t Iambulus' islanders are interested in all branches 
of learmng, particularly astrology. They have a special alphabet of 
28 letters composed of 7 characters, each configured in 4 different 
ways and the islanders write from top to bottom rather than hori­
zontally.60 Iambulus' innovative writing with the same characters 
written in slightly different ways to indicate a change in function is 
reminiscent of the principles underlying the compact forms of writ­
ing invented by seventeenth-century thinkers such as Lodwick and 
Wilkins for the 'common writing' or 'real character' of their univer­
sal languages .• , Other seventeenth- and eighteenth-century writers 
described fanciful languages when giving an account of their 
imaginary voyages, just as Iambulus does here. The Europeans' 
imaginary languages spoken in utopian countries reflected con­
temporary linguistic and philosophical concerns,"' and perhaps 
Iambulus' description also points to linguistic speculation in his 
time, speculation which has not survived. We shall see that alleged­
ly real accounts of exotic languages found in Greek ethnographical 
writings contain, at times, traces of theoretical reflections on the role 
of language (below, Sect. 5.2). 

If universal speech (or at least universal intelligibility) is a feature 
found in some Greek utopias, often the question of the language 
used in ideal communities is simply ignored. A particularly inter­
esting case in point is provided by the Stoics. Stoic thinkers gener­
ally stressed the unity of mankind and we have seen that they seem 
to have written of an ideal, Adamic golden age language. Some of 
the early Stoics did not speak Greek as their native tongue and must 
have had to deal first-hand with the difficulties inherent in a multi­
lingual environment.·' Nonetheless, as far as we can tell, not one of 
the model cities outlined by the Stoics touches upon a universal 
language and the problems of polyglottism are disregarded. 

" Diod. 2. 57. 3-4. Compare the Egyptian hieroglyphics used in Euhements' 
utopia (Diod. 5. 46. 7) and see Ferguson '975, 126; Rohde 19'4, .5 ..... 0 . 3· 

.. Lodwick: Eeo 1995,260-3; Slaughter 1982, ll3-19; Benn~and ~ 
1998, "'-I). Wilkins: Eeo 1995, 242-5; Bennelt and Mandelbrole 1993, 116--18; 
Harri, and Taylor 1997, ch. 9. 

U See Cornelius IQ65; Pons 1979· CIIIed 
.. See Baldry 1965, ;5'-'; Ferguson '97S, 111-2t. ZenoofCitioHn..... ~ 

Phoenician by hi' contemporaries and Gal.,.. critki8ed the Gnd - ~ 
Chry,ippus of Soli; S~ Hovdhaugen 19lI2, 43. 



z. Language in the Golden Age 

2. EARLY LANGUAGES 

Let us return to the golden age. Plato's suggestion that men in the 
time of Kronos may have lived unreflective, virtually vegetative 
lives, at one with beasts in their mindless contentment points to a 
problematic aspect of the 'soft primitivism' assigned to various 
utopian societies." How did people who had theIr every need 
attended to from the outside, with no effort of any kind required 
from them, actually spend their time?·' In a world in which every­
one lived in harmony and had all their wants supplied, what was lan­
guage---a language spoken by men and animals alike-used and 
needed for? To frame the question more broadly, if nature was so 
generous and benevolent to golden age creatures, what need was 
there for culture? And in a place and time when civilized man's 
unique possession, language, is shared by animals as well, what con­
stitutes culture ?. 

It is worth looking here at a famous passage of Aristotle's Politics 
(1253'1-29) dealing with man as a political creature. Aristotle says 
that those who do not live in a political framework-and such is the 
case with golden age men-are either inferior or superior to men.·' 
Animals are incapable of forming a state, while self-sufficient gods 
have no need of one.·' It is the possession of speech-the unique 
quality of man which distinguishes him from animals·9-which 

6+ See Lovejoy and Boas 1935,9-1 I for the terms 'soff and 'hard' primitivism. 
65 Blundelll 986. 136: 'We are often left wondering what people actually did in the 

Golden Age.' See too Ferguson (1975. 129), who speculates as to how Iambulus' 
ideal inhabitants of the Islands of the Sun whiled away their time. 

66 See the interesting remarks of Leach 1969. 3ltrI I on Levi-Strauss's under­
standing of myths telling of a time when men and animals both talked, as an expres­
sion of the 'universally persistent interest in the problem of what constitutes the 
humanity of man, the contrast between culture and nature'. In a golden age there is , 
it seems, no sharp division between nature and culture. 

61 0 ;;'JlOPW7rO'; tPVC1Et 7rOA'TLKQV ~cPOJl. Kat 0 a.7r0"\''; SLa rp6cItJl Kat OU SU1. Tvxr}V ~TO' rpai)Ao~ 
lcrnv, ~ KPEtTTWJI ~ aJlOpw7ro~ (Pol, I253a2-4). 

" See 0 liE f.L~ 8vJlal1-€Jlo~ KO'JlWJlEiJl ~ I1-TJOeJl SE6pEJlO~ 8, > alhapKEtall ouOiJl p.'pos 7r()'\EW~ 
W.,.,., ~ 9~pio, ~ 9,0; (Pol. 1253"7-9), 

&9 For speech as the distinguishing characteristic of man in Aristotle see e.g. Rhet. 
'355"--'; D. into ,6,.8-<]; Poet, 1456h24; Hist, An, 535"7ff. and see Clark '975, 
~J-S. 37-8, 101-2. Other Greek writers, from Homer onwards, also saw language as 
man's unique possession----see the discussion and references in Renehan 1981; 
P.UiccI. 1995, '5-6 , 6., andpass;m; Dierauer '977, 12,32-4.125-8. '34-6 .• 68-'70. 
Note too the series of ancient etymologies (collected by Dkkerman 1909,25 n. I) 
which derive the very word dv6pwTf'05 from the faculty of articulate speech, e.~. Etym. 
MIIp. B.\I. & ... 6pw.."./)~: Tf'flpn TO ; ... ap8po ... IXEtll T~II o'ITa, TouT/a'Tt T~V 4>wv~v. 
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enables men to form households and civic communities. Nature 
which does nothi~g in vain (ou9€~ yap . .. p.aT1Jv ~ "'va,s 1101'1 125389): 
endowed men With speech, Anstotle argues, so as to allow them 
to indicate what is just ~nd unjust, good and bad. The sharing 
(KO,vwv{a) of these moral Judgements, expressed through language, 
leads to the creation of households and a polis, the philosopher con­
tends. In this passage from the Politics, Aristotle situates men 
between beasts and gods, and envisions three possible situations: 
human societies formed by men who converse with one another, a 
world of animals who possess no language and are incapable of 
forming social communities, and a realm of gods who are sufficient 
unto themselves and have no need of political organization. In a 
sense, golden age men resemble Aristotle's gods, for they have no 
households and no civic communities and no need for them. If 
speech was granted to man in order to facilitate the formation of 
larger social frameworks, then in the era of Kronos, where there was 
one all-embracing society with no boundaries between beasts, 
humans, and deities, language must have served a different purpose 
for men and animals, as well as the gods. 

A Language of Emotions: Lueretius, Vieo, and Rousseau 

Lucretius 

What was this purpose? Aristotle does allow that everyday animals 
can make sounds of pain and pleasure, and thus are able to commu­
nicate their feelings to one another (Politics 1253"10-14) and this, in 
fact, may have been the function served by speech in the golden age, 
the sharing of feelings. Plato's choice between philosophical dis­
course and frivolous speech in the golden age is perhaps too narrow, 
for creatures in the age of Kronos could have used language to 

express their emotions and passions. The use of speech by both men 
and animals (and perhaps gods as well) to communicate their emo­
tions and understand one another would then have contributed to 

the harmony of this faraway utopia. An interesting description. of 
such an original language of emotion, perhaps the fullest descnp­
tion to be found in a classical text, is that furnished by the Epicurean 
poet Lucretius. Lucretius does not believe in an idyllic .~.of 
Kronos, but sees civilized man as developing slowly from prImItive 

and rough beginnings and we shall look at his account below (Sect. 
4.5). At the same time, the primeval man described in tM De R_ 

I r 
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Natura (5. 925 ff.) bears a certain resemblance to golden age human 
beings. Both groups, for ex~mple, are vegetarian, with the ea.rth 

ontaneously providing their food, and both groups lack any kind 
sp . L ., f 
of family life. Indeed, many features m ~cretlUs account 0 the 
development of human civilization are a direct res~~nse to golden 

ths with the poet-philosopher both ratlOnalizmg and react_ age my , '0 

ing against these tales of the age of Kronos. . 
When discussing the origin of language, LucretlUs argues that 

man learns language instinctively or naturally: he compares a child 
learning to speak to a calf growing horns, a w~elp gro~m~ claws, 
and a bird learning to use his wings. Just as ammals emit different 
cries to express their pain, fear, or happiness, so man possessed of 
voice and tongue, used different sounds to express his varying emo­
tions.7I Lucretius, then, sees the earliest form of human language as 
an expression of feelings, and man's first use of speech is not dis­
similar to animals' use of diverse sounds to convey their various 
emotional responses. This kind of communication may have been 
quite basic in form, for Lucretius' primitive man signifies his feel­
ings in stammering fashion, by means of cries and gesture (vocibus et 
gestu cum balbe significarent 5. ro22)." Man's earliest language is 
composed of sounds voces, rather than (articulated) names of things 
nomina rerum, but these sounds suffice to denote different objects 
(res voce notare 1090; compare 1058), in addition to expressing pure 
emotion. While Lucretius' animals are muta (ro88; compare 1059), 
that is, inarticulate,7J they are not silent and perhaps we can under­
stand that the sounds they make are more than the mere emission of 
noise in response to various stimuli. These sounds made by animals 
express their emotions and may even serve to indicate various 
objects, just as the sounds uttered by early man do.74 In any event, 
Lucretius' primitive, expressive language of emotion, the first stage 
of human speech, although not situated by him in the age of Kronos, 

10 Gale 1994, 156-82 has a detailed analysis of Lucretius' account of early man in 
DRN 5· 925 H. as a rationalization, dismissal or 'debunking' of tales of the golden age; 
see too Blundell [986, [91. 

11 DRN 5. 1028--1}o; esp. 1028-40, 1057-61. See Bailey's very useful commentary 
(1947, iii. 1486-<)7) on the entire passage and Snyder 1980, ch. I. 

12 The subject of this line is primitive men, not children--see Snyder 1980, 19 and 
Konstan 1973.44-5 versus Bailey [947, 1485. 

" 'Unabl<to frame word,', Bailey 1947, '494 (ad 5. 1059). 
U See Lucretius. DRN S. 1056-61, 1087-<)0 versus 10:18-<) and compare the dis­

c ..... ions in Snyder 1980, 11)-20; Konstan '973.45. 
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would be suited to a golden age, especially a simple one, where men 
and animals would communicate their feelings, if nothing else. 
Interestingly, an uncomplicated language of emotions would appar­
ently be sufficient for Lucretius' gods as well. In the De Rerum 
Natura, deities bear a surprising similarity to beasts: both groups 
are self-sufficient with no need for political or social virtues. Thus 
Lucretius' gods, who are characterized almost solely in a negative 
way, seem to lack thought, speech, and .action. The poet tells us that 
it is humans who endowed the gods With sense perception because 
they seem able to move and speak (5. 1161-82), but it is unclear if 
Lucretius himself endorses this description. " 

Vico 

We find a more detailed sketch of a primeval language of emotions 
in the writings of later European philosophers, such as V~co and 
Rousseau, who thought that the original language of mankind was 
used to express feelings. These illuminating later discussions pro­
vide a broader perspective for Greek views. European philosop?ers 
suggested that man's original tongue was a language of.e~otlOns 
because they did not see how earliest man, at the very beglnnmgs of 
society, could have developed a rational language, a language of 
thought and reason, without already possessmg language. We nee~, 
they argued, words in order to refer to concepts, and ~o~cepts m 
order to form words.'6 Classical writers, when descnbmg ~arl.y 
language in the age of Kronos-rather than the fir~t tongue of ~nml­
tive man-had no need to concern themselves With the question of 
how such a tongue arose: it was one more golden age. gift and conse­
quently could be philosophical, emotional, or anythmg else, as long 
as it was ideal in some sense. 

Vico was the first of several eighteenth-century European 
thinkers who contended that the original language o~ .m~ was a 
poetic and passionate tongue, expressive rather than utlhtanan, and 

" See DRN I. 44--9 = •. 646-51; 2. 1090ff.; 3· 18-'4; 5· 146-sS~. 71--9 aod ~ 
sources on Epicurean Recounts of the gods in Long and Sedlt)· 19u/. 1. l~'" 

[43-54· See too Nussbaum 1994. 25 1--9 and bel~w, S:;,4;5i=Masters I,.., .21"'; 
" Thus Rous8eau. Discourse on '?' O,..,~".of ~le~inrei.rionto~ad 

Starobinski 1964. 147)· ROUSSt'8U r&lSt's a slmtlaTpro . and can have no 
. h' I e because he ha. no ~ty socIety: early man can a\e no anguag, .' i 1988, 3o&-qwith~! .... , .... 

society because he has no 18nRu~. See- Starobtnsk .. 
below, Sect. 4.5. 
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2. Language in the Golden Age 

meant to convey feelings. 77 In his New Science, the third edition of 
which was published in 1744, Vico argues that man's language 
developed in three stages corresponding to three ages: the age of 
gods, the age of heroes, and the age of humans. 78 Earliest language, 
in the age of gods, was metaphorical, and expressed by means of 
mute acts: signs and gestures, as well as pictorial representations or 
ideograms. In the age of heroes, articulate speech emerged, speech 
which began with onomatopoeic words and interjections. These 
words and cries stemmed from strong emotions and were used to 
express them. The heroes' language still made use of metaphors, but 
was more symbolic. Finally, a rational and conventional language 
developed in the age ofman.'9 In Vico's view poetry preceded prose, 
song came before ordinary speech, and early poetic speech made use 
of universal ideas. Poetic statements, 'feelings clothed in strong pas­
sions', sprang from two sources, the poverty of language and the 
need to explain and be understood. In Vico's analysis, then, primi­
tive language, passions, the urge to communicate, and a poor and 
limited vocabulary are all linked together. Vico's primitive man is 
not a golden age creature, but the features he attributes to earliest 
language would not be out of place in a common language spoken by 
creatures in the age of Kronos. A universal golden age language 
which was both primitive and poetic, poor in vocabulary, yet rich in 
emotional content, would blend in well with other aspects of life at 
that time, for life in the age of Kronos was harmonious, but simple, 
even primitive according to some accounts. Once again a compari­
son between speech and diet in the golden age is illuminating: just as 
food in the age of Kronos was common to all, abundant in supply, 
and limited in variety, we can conjecture a limited number of simple 
words available to all to express their emotions. 

" There are many other I 8th- and 19th-cent. figures who discussed the origin of 
lan~ag~ and saw t~e first language as a poetic tongue meant to express emotions. A 
partial lost would mclude Bern.rd de Mandeville Thomas Blackwell William 
Warburton, Etienne de Condillac, Lord Monboddo (]ames Burnert), Jam~s Harris, 
joh.nn H.mann, and johann Herder. See Stam '976, passim. and the brief survey of 
Se~r~t 1998, 7~. Abrams, J953. 78-8~, h~s an ill.uminating discussion. 

. one pomt (Ne'UI Scumce 446) VieD inconsistently claims that the three ages 
were sunultaneous, ,rather than consecutive--see Stam 1970, 16 and Simone 1998, 
193-4, Marsh 1999 IS a recent translation of La Scie"za NUOf'a 

79 See Vieo, NtwScience, sections 32 34 ~24-31 401 431-'2 446--q 456 .60-1' 
compare r61. Com St 6" '.' , ,. • 
difti I' f' , pare • am 197 , 9-19, who d.scusses the background and 

eu tiel 0 Vleo 8 analysis of the origin of language and see Berlin 1976,420-5 2 . 
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Rousseau 
Rousseau is probably the most influential modern figure to espouse 
an original poetic tongue. 8• In h~s Essay on the Origin of Languages, 
Rousseau postulates a primordial poetic language, close to song, 
which expressed men's emotions rather than their needs.·' First 
languages were musical and impassioned, before becoming simple 
and methodical (ch. 2). Primitive language, Rousseau thought, was 
less articulated (i.e. had fewer consonants and more vowel sounds 
and rhythms), had few abstract terms, and an irregular, anomalous 
grammar (ch. 4)· Men first spoke in softer southern climates, places 
where their wants were easily satisfied. They spoke out of passion 
rather than need, so that the very first words of their language were 
'love me!' Later, people in harsher northern climates used a gut­
tural, less mellifluous form of speech and their language expressed 
their needs, not their feelings: their first words were 'help me!' (chs. 
10-1 I). As time went on languages lost their melody and charm, and 
prose replaced poetry (ch. 19). Thus Rousseau's earliest men, like 
the creatures of the golden age, had no real needs, but turned to 
language to express their feelings. This simple language was subse­
quently lost, just as the common tongue of the golden age disap­
pears. Rousseau's scheme, like that of Vico, suggests one possible 
way of viewing golden age men. Rather than assigning them a cer­
tain poverty of spirit, we should, perhaps, grant these early men a 
desire to share their feelings with other creatures, even if their ver­
bal capacity to do so was limited. Such a language of feelings, rather 
than ideas, need not have been used solely in a hedonistic context, as 
suggested by Greek writers of comedy and by Plato in the Politicus. 
It is possible that man first used speech to express an abundance of 
emotions, rather than conducting nugatory conversations around 
an endless flow of food and drink. 

If the common speech in the golden age was a language of emo­
tions, the feelings expressed were probably gentle and amicable 
ones. A useful question to ask in relation to theories on the origin of 
language is what the first word in the primordial language would 
have been. This first word serves as an encapsulation of each of the 

" Starobinski '988, 304-22 with notes on 402-4 (,Rousseau and the on.;n of 
Languages') is an excellent discussion of Rousseau and primeyallanguq:e- See 100 

Wokler 1995, 28-31,33-8; Stam 1976, 80-2, 8~3· . 
" jean-jacques Rous.eau's Essaisvr/'origilwMsl"lfIfWS""iJ ..,,..,M~Ie"" 

et de I'imitation musical. was published posthumously in 1781, but --..-­
decades earlier. 
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various glottogenetic theories, pointing to its idea of the most press­
ing needs or interests or emotions of the first speaking humans." 
Vico's early man is brutish and frightened and his earliest use oflan­
guage is meant to soothe himself. Thus his first word 'thunder' is 
addressed to himself and is aimed at controlling a negative emotion 
by giving it a name, a cognitive label. Rousseau's earliest speakers 
are more sociable: the comfortable southern peoples begin with the 
request 'love me!', while those in rougher northern areas exclaim 
'help me!' In the golden age, language, a fully developed language, 
is present from the very start, but it is nonetheless an interesting 
exercise to try and guess the very first word of that language. It 
seems likely that this word was a social overture of some kind, some­
thing like Rousseau's 'aimez-moi', rather than his 'aidez-moi', or 
Vico's 'thunder', for golden age creatures needed neither help nor 
reassurance. 

Primitive and Poetic Tongues 

Rousseau also discusses the origin of language in his Discourse on the 
Origin and Foundations of Inequality among Men and there his 
approach is rather different.8J In the Discourse, Rousseau describes 
the primeval language as a crude but universal tongue. Each word 
had to convey an entire proposition, and subjects and objects, verbs 
and nouns were not yet distinguished. Early man 'did not require a 
language much more refined than that of crows or monkeys ... in­
articulate cries, many gestures, and some imitative noises must have 
composed the universal language' ... Here we have returned in a 
sense to Lucretius, for this tongue outlined by Rousseau belongs to 
an early and primitive stage of civilization, rather than a golden age, 
and man's original language is a rudimentary, beast-like form of 
communication. Men and animals speak virtually a common 
tongue, common by virtue of being so basic and primitive. 

The universal language shared by men and animals in the age of 
Kronos could have been equally simple. Indeed, one possible view 
of the first, golden age language is that it was a protolanguage, a 
primitive language which was shared by men and animals precisely 
because it was so simple, and included no complex features beyond 

:: See for this paragraph the ~ery inte~esting article by Trabant 1996. 
For an attempt to reconcile the divergent accounts of the Discourse and the 

"'''Y. see the references cited above, n. 80. 
.. Mutero '964, '45 (= Starobinski '964, .67). 
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the capabilities ?f beasts. Thus when men and animals speak the 
same language 111 the golden age, this may be because men are 
brought down to the level of animals, and are allotted similar 
limited linguistic. capacities. Here, then, speech or language i~ 
divided into t":o tl~rs. The lower form of communication is used by 
animals and prImItIve man (and, as we shall see below, Sect. 5.3, the 
deaf, young children, etc.). Sophisticated humans use a more com­
plex tongue, which goes beyond natural language and gestures in its 
designative, propositional, and symbolic powers. Animals' lan­
guage can be deemed lesser in several different ways: in sound, in 
content, and in structure. Thus we have seen that Lucretius consid­
ers animal language inchoate or inarticulate, composed of sounds 
(voces) rather than words (nomina), while Aristotle contends that 
animals have less to communicate, just their emotional state." Yet a 
third difference is the more limited form and syntax of animallan­
guage. 

Here we can turn to a hypothesis found in a late twentieth­
century discussion of the origin of language. In his book, Language 
and Species (1990), Derek Bickerton argues that a very limited lan­
guage ability is common to young children, adults who have been 
deprived of the sound of speech, and great apes instructed in lan­
guage. All of these groups can use a protolanguage of words (or 
signs) as simple labels for things and actions. In this simple pidgin­
like form of speech there are next to no inflections or auxiliary verbs 
marking tense or aspect, few conjunctions, pronouns, prepositions, 
articles, or demonstrative adjectives, limited expressive function of 
word order, and virtually no hierarchically complex sentences ('A. 
said that B. thought that .. .'). Bickerton then goes on to argue that 
homo erectus spoke a protolanguage of this kind, which need not have 
used articulate sounds, but could have used crude grunts and 
gurgles. There was, he claims, a great gap between this simple 
tongue and the full-fledged human language used much later by 
homo sapiens.'· Bickerton, then, postulates a primeval language 

81 Nocentini 1992 attempts to characterize a lower-level language of emotiGDs 
common to children and trained chimpanzees. 

86 See Bickerton 1990, 144-5. For an attempt to argue that the gap be~ ~ 
language and full-ft<dged speech, or in Bickerton's terms the gap between pidPl and 
treole is not so great see Sampson '997 and S.athmary '996· Compot ... - St.klis 
'988, who attempts to narrow the gap between human speech and the.lulpleeof 
chimpanzees. He ar~ues that chimpanzees' calls coo,,-ey mon: than their emotioaII 
state and include lnfonnation about the sender's sex etc. 
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which was simple and primitive enoug~-in sound and structure­
to be used even across species. Perhaps It was a language of this kind 
that was spoken by men and animals in the golden age, only to be 
replaced, as we shall see, by a more subtle and sophisticated tongue, 
Pandora's language. 

Such a primitive golden age language is presumably better than 
the richer and more supple languages spoken by humans after the 
era of Kronos ended. Using our diet analogy yet again, we can argue 
that a simple language of this kind is parallel to the uncultivated 
vegetarian diet which men and animals shared in the golden age. A 
diet basic but available without any effort is better than richer types 
of nourishment which must be carefully and painstakingly culti­
vated. Both the simple diet and primitive language shared by men 
and animals involve deliberate limitations: speaking to beasts means 
limiting the range and richness of language while sharing a diet 
entails vegetarianism, or an even narrower diet, for example, of 
acorns. A more complicated diet means either eating animals or cul­
tivating the land, or both; a more complex language implies exclud­
ing animals and slowly learning speech. We shall see below that 
there is an even stronger relation between diet and language in this 
harmonious world, for the fact that men speak with animals means 
that they do not eat them. The joint speech and common diet of 
golden age men and beasts are closely intertwined. 

If the original golden age language was a simple tongue, ideal 
because it could be spoken by all the creatures of that time, its sim­
plicity may have had other virtues as well, for a primitive language 
would perhaps be easy to acquire. Here it is worth looking at the 
ideas on the development of language held by Varro, the first­
century BCE Roman writer. Varro postulates an original, simple lan­
guage composed of a limited number of uncomplicated, fixed roots 
which could be quickly learned. Other words are then derived sys­
tematically from this fixed primitive stock, the atoms of language as 
it were, by means of declension, conjugation, and derivational 
morphology. He notes that if there were an original stock of one 
thousand primitive words, as many as five million different forms 
could be generated." Varro does not expressly link this atomic 

., VaTro, Lingua Latioo6. 36-8; 7.4; 8. S. See Blank 1982, 2 I; F'rede 1978, esp. 69; 
Hani. and Taylor 1997, 47-S9. esp. 56-9. Compare too the 1St-cent. CE grammarian 
Phi,loxenul, who wrote of monosyllabic verbs ("Epi f-tovoavAA&'f3wv PTJlLaTwv) from 
which all other nouns and verbs were derived. See too Augustine De Dialectica 6 and 
10·9tf. 
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language to the golden age, nor does he discuss the way in which 
basic words were imposed on things." Yet his concept of an original 
language, simple and limited, which can then be greatly expanded 
by regular, systematic means, provides us with a useful model. We 
can imagine that the original golden age language shared by all was 
something like Varro's basic stock of easily acquired first elements. 
(In the eighteenth century, Charles de Brosses will depict Sanskrit 
as just such an ancient and primitive language, which derived an 
infinite number of words from a limited number of roots.)" This 
language would have then expanded and probably been corrupted 
once the golden age ended and it became the sole property of one 
species, man. If Derek Bickerton points to more complex syntax as 
a crucial element in the transition from pidgin to creole, Varro, like 
most ancient thinkers, saw language chiefly as being composed of 
words and consequently was concerned with the increasing com­
plexity and multiplication of words."O 

Poetry 

According to thinkers such as Vi co and Rousseau, man's first lan­
guage was poetic, as well as primitive. Vico and Rousseau ac~ept 
Lucretius' view of language as natural, spontaneous, and emotIOn­
al but add the claim that the first articulate form of speech was 
p~etry."' Lucretius himself sees poetry as one ofthe later.develop­
ments of civilization. He has an idyllic description of rustlCS amus­
ing themselves by talking and joking, playing clu.msy music and 
dancing. The rustics learn the 'language' of musIc (and perhaps 
poetry) from animals and their sounds (DRN s· 1390-14°4). In 
Greek writers such as Plutarch and Strabo, we do find the argument 
that poetry is older than prose, but this claim is not linked to the 

BB See above, n. 26. See toO Taylar 1975, 24-32 on Varro's careful distinction 

between imposiao and declinatio. '. 
!l9 Traite de laformation mecanique des langues (1765); see Slmone 1()98. 2 13. Stun 

1976,27-8. k· f I .- He 
~o At times Varro goes beyond words to syntax when spea l~ 0 angu'"'e-' 

, d I . slv that the Lann word for speak-argues that animals lack syntax an calms erroneau . . th ...:....1.. 

ing loqui is connet'ted to locus a place and implies being able to put words 10 e l'8U
[ 

place Varro Un""a Latina 6. ;6; see Sorabji 1993,81. \es l'\odi who in 
91 Mentio'n sh~uld also he n~ade of the 19th-cent. think~r Cha~ : :;. • 

his Notions eiementaires de linguistique (1834), similarly asstgned In'el~esst..._1.XP~­
. . . I I ua- which he saw as being """. pooc, slon and plctuTesqUf' Imagery to ear y a~ e-' 8-9 "Aith noteS Oft 

i.e. having few words, and naturally POe-tIC. See Genet~ 1995. 13 
370. 
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question of an original language, golden age or otherwise. Plutarch 
is anxious to explain why the responses of the Delphic oracle 
changed over the years from poetry to riddling prose, while Strabo 
is influenced by the fact that the earliest Greek writers wrote in 
poetry, rather than prose." There is no extant description in c1assi_ 
calliterature of golden age language as a poetic or musical language 
of emotions. Lucian, however, has a description of a kind of univer_ 
sal language of music, uniting all the inhabitants of a utopian world 
in song. In the Vera Historia, a parody of earlier Greek utopian 
works, Lucian describes an outdoors banquet held in the Island of 
the Blessed. A choir of boys and girls conducted by renowned poets 
sing and are then followed by another choir, made up of singing 
swans, swallows, and nightingales. The woods too make music, with 
the winds conducting (Vera Historia 2. IS)· When Lucian points to 
music as the universal language shared by men, living creatures, and 
nature itself, he may be echoing or parodying an earlier Greek 
account. 

3· HESIOD, HOMER, AND THE GOLDEN AGE 

Hesiod's Golden Age 

Let us turn now to our earliest source on the age of Kronos, Hesiod. 
While Hesiod makes no reference to animal speech, he does tell how 
men and gods first shared a common bond and then lost their abili­
ty to communicate with one another directly. In his description of 
the golden race of men, men who live without toil or grief, enjoying 
the good things spontaneously produced by the earth (Erga 
109-26), Hesiod makes no mention of the language they speak. 
However, since these men of long ago began life on the same terms 
as the divine beings (ws 0/l-oli.v y.yaam liw, Iiv1JTO{ T' o.VIiPW1TOL Ergo 
108)"' and lived like gods (wan 1i£O' 8' nwov Erga I 12), we can, per­
haps, assume that mortals and immortals were in close communion 
and spoke a common language. The poet goes on to tell of how the 
golden race disappeared and was followed by the ages of silver, 

:: Plut. D. Pyth. Orae. 406b-e; Strabo I. 2. 6. See Abram. '953, 79. 
Forth.s Interpretation of Erga 108 see West (1978 178) ad loc . Pucci 1977 88 

takes the hnE' to mean that men and gods emerged wh(:le from the '~ame place, ~re~ 
... mablrltrhe .arth, but notes (117-18 n. 14) that other scholars understand that 'the 
Ofljll:ma I e of men and gods was equal and common'. 
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bronze, and iron, with a race of heroes interspersed between the 
bronze and iron men (Erga 127-201) .• ' These later races spent their 
lives at a greater remove from the gods·' and-in our hypothetical 
reconstruction of the linguistic situation-it is unlikely that these 
lesser races shared a common language with the gods. Hesiod gives 
no explanation for the disappearance of the golden race of mortals in 
his myth of the five ages, although we are told that the other, later 
races perished because of impiety, internal strife, external war, etc. 
In our attempt to tease out the linguistic implications of the close of 
Kronos' age, it is most useful to turn to the poet's account of what 
happened after men and gods were separated at Mekone, for 
Hesiod's tale of Prometheus and Pandora (Erga 42-105; TheogQny 
535-616) seems to supplement his narrative on the golden race. The 
depiction of man's lot before the separation at Mekone and of the 
conditions enjoyed by the golden race are very similar: both groups 
of men lead lives free from toil, woes, and diseases (Erga 90-2, 

112-19), so that the account of the changes brought about by 
prometheus and Pandora can be used, tentatively, to fill in what 
happened when the age of Kronos ended.·6 We need not assume that 
Hesiod intended the two stories to blend together seamlessly, and it 
is sufficient for our purposes that the tale of Pandora and 
Prometheus provides a parallel account of man's decline from an 
original state of happy communion with the immortals, supplying 
fuller details on the circumstances of that decline. We do not know 
what language was like before Mekone. It is possible that Hesiod's 
very text reflects the ease with which men could grasp reality in the 
time before they were separated from the gods by Prometheus' 
deed, for there is a great concentration of etymologies in the earlier 
part of Hesiod's Theogony. These etymologies perhaps reflect the 
belief that men could better understand names and what lay behind 
them then.· 7 Perhaps, then, language before Mekone was a divine, 
Adamic one with names reflecting reality. 

In any event, Hesiod indicates that there was a division or break 

" See West 1978, 172-7 and Blundell 1986, 137-47 and the furth .. bibliot!nPhy 
there for detailed discussion of the mvth of the five ages/metals. 

9$ The men of the silver and heroi~ ages are, hov.'t"\"er. granted blessed lives ift 1he 
next world. 

" See Pucci 1977,84-5 and 116 n. 4; see too BlundelllQ86. 138-+4andtlwf'wdoo< 
references there. 

" See e.g. the e,planation of the Cyclopes' name (T/toof. 144-5),'" ~ 
which is not found in Homer, and see further Leclerc 1993, 150-1, .7.-6. 
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of some kind between men and gods at Mekone (see Kal ydp o't' 
E.c,ul'Otn"o IkOIIJv-rjTO{ T' ,J..IJpW1TOI M"IKW'7I Theog. 535-6). The com_ 
bined deeds of Zeus, Prometheus, and Pandora after that break led 
to a new position for man, midway between the beasts and the 
gods'" Fire, sacrifice of animals, marriage, sexual reproduction, 
and agriculture were all introduced to humans for the first time by 
Prometheus and Pandora, the bringers of culture. All of these new 
features of human life served to define mortal man's new situation, 
his distance from both gods and animals. Indeed each of the features 
used to differentiate men from gods is equally relevant to the oppo­
sition between men and beasts. The institution of sacrifices to the 
gods is perhaps the clearest instance of the consequences of this new 
order. Different portions of the sacrificial victim were allotted to 
gods and to men, who clearly no longer eat together. Human ease 
and closeness with the gods-expressed in part through the mortals' 
joint feasts with the deities-are gone.99 After Mekone men could 
communicate with gods only indirectly and from afar, signalling to 
them with the smoke and spices of sacrifice. The sacrifice of animals 
at Mekone not only underlines the vast gulf between men and gods: 
it also points to the great divide between men and beasts. If in the 
golden age men were vegetarians and lived with animals in com­
radely fashion, [00 they now made use of Prometheus' gift of fire, 
cooked the slaughtered animals, and ate them. Animals became, in 
turn, savage, eaters of raw, uncooked food and of each other, with no 
sense of justice. [O[ 

98 See for the following paragraph Vernant 1980a; 1980b; Detienne 1981; Pueci 
1977.82 ff. See too E ad Hes. Theog. 535 £Kp{vero Tt BEDS Kat T{ o.vf)PW1TOS €V TU M1]l(c1wlJ 
and see Thalmann 1984, 99 with 214 n. 45. Leclerc 1993, 106-7 points out how in 
Hesiod, unlike Homer. mortal men rarely encounter gods directly. 

99 For men and gods dining Together-in a general atmosphere of intimacy-see 
the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (fr. L 6-7). Thalmann 1984,89-92,99-102 (and 
notes On 214-15) discusses the epic use of the theme of common (and separate) meals 
to describe the closeness (and distance) between men and gods. He sees the Catalogue 
fragment, Hesiod's myth of the metallic ages, and the Promethcus episode at 
Mekone, as three variations on the same theme of an original intimacy and subse. 
quent separation between gods and men. In Homer it is only faraway, otherworldly 
p~ople~ isolated ~r?m ordinary mortals who feast with the gods: the Ethiopians both 
dIne with the de[tles and offer them animals (It. I. 423-4; 23. 205-'); Od. I. 2.-{i), 
whIle rhe Phaeaclans are joined by the gods at their feast when they sacrifice 
hec.tombs (Od. 7· 201-3)· When Calypso and Ody.seus dine together on different 
food (?d. 5· 196-9) rheir joint meal only points to the vast differences between them. 
~!. V[dal-Nacqu<l 1996,49-50 with n. 78; Dillon 1992, 24-5; Na~y 1979,213-18. 

For JIOlden SAC vegetarianism see below Sect 4 
101 The word iak normally used only of h~:nan 'm~aI8 or sacrifices and meals for 
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The post-Mekone pr~cti~e of sacrifice has several important con­
sequences for communicatIOn and the use of language: here we see 
another kind of correlation between diet and speech. It seems clear 
that human beings, who have been distanced from the gods and no 
longer eat with them, do not speak directly to them either. J ;8t as the 
twO groups do not share in the same parts of the sacrificial animal 
they do not converse together: at best humans address the gods onl; 
at a distance, through prayer, in a one-way exchange. Nor is it con­
ceivable that men continue to speak with animals, whom they now 
eat. The beasts themselves, turned savage and wild, apparently are 
left without language altogether. Thus men now speak a language of 
their own. Man's practice of eating cooked food is accompanied 
by-in a sense, parallel to-the use of human speech, while the 
uncooked diet of animals goes together with their 'raw' sound or 
inarticulate speech. We have already noted the interesting link 
between uncultivated diet and uncultivated speech; in a rare ethno­
graphical digression, when describing a particularly remote and 
rude Greek tribe, the Eurytanians, Thucydides notes that they 
speak a dialect more unintelligible than any of their neighbours and 
are believed to eat raw meat (dyvwaT.JTaTO( Ili yAwuaav KU' ';'~OJ. 
.la{v w> MyoVTaI Thuc. 3. 94· 5). Incomprehensible eating habits­
the consumption of uncooked meat-are linked by Thucydides 
with barely intelligible Greek. The eating of raw meat, one stage 
away from cannibalism, [02 goes hand in hand with indistinct speech. 
Animals who actually do eat one another in the world after Mekone, 
no longer possess any kind of articulate speech and can only utter 
sounds.'o, 

The Language of the Gods 

We have arrived, then, at the world outlined in Aristotle's Politics 
(1253'1-29; see above) with speaking humans situated between 
mute beasts and the self-sufficient gods. What can we say of the 

the gods, points to the culinary divide between the gods and men, on the Onc!' ~ 
and animals, on the other. I f Homeric men normally do not dine ",;th the ~ they 
certainly do not eat with animals either. Feasting and justice, d.ais and diMassociUe 
men with the gods and distinguish them from animals: the absence of ethical Nles in 
the world ofb •• sts i.linked to their dietary habits (see Hes. Erga '76-8). See too Said 
'979, esp. 17-18: Rundin 1996, esp. 188-</; Detienne 198'. esp. 2,8-19; Reoehan 
1981 ,254-6. 

'o~ See Detienne IQR), 2.19i R8wson 1984: and below, Sect ..... 
'" It is worth comparinl( here the account found in the booIt of Jubilees. • -t. 

dating to the second half of the and cent. 8('lt (.bo,"" n. 8) which .....,a-. doe 
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language of the gods after Mekone? What ~ould be the linguistic 
equivalent of the god's diet of savour and spIces, a~brosla and nec­
tar? Such a divine language should perhaps be a stlent, Incorporeal 
language without words, if it is to .be a .form of speech comparable or 
paraIlel to the deities' insubstantial dIet. Here we may think of the 
internal, non-vocal speech used by Augustine's god. Human beings 
hear the inner word of God (verbum . .. quod intus lucet) internally 
and the deity, according to Augustine, uses no actual language such 
as Hebrew or Greek. 104 There is also the rarefied silent language of 
angels of scholastic theology, as outlined by thinkers such as 
Thomas Aquinas and Dante. Angelic language, according to 
Aquinas, is essentially interior speech (locutio interior). One angel 
communicates to another by willing that his mind be made known. 
Dante stresses that angelic speech does not take material form 
through spoken words: the angels can communicate among them­
selves by means of spiritual reflection, without resorting to signs of 
any kind (nullo signa locutionis indiguisse videntur).lo, Perhaps the 
post-Mekone gods used a similarly incorporeal language. Indeed, 
we find in Xenophanes the complaint that men do not recognize the 
uniqueness of the gods' language and assimilate divine communica­
tion to human speech. Humans anthropomorphize the gods, states 
Xenophanes, assuming that they were born, and assigning to them 
clothes and language and an appearance like their own (aAA' OL (3POTOt 
OoK€OVut y£vvaufJat BEOUS, T~V UcP£TEP'YJV 8' EuB-r,ra EX€tV tPwv~" 'rE SelLas 
T( DK 21 BI4). Divine speech could well be quite different. 

What of divine language before Mekone? What was the gods' lan­
guage like in the era of Kronos? Did men speak the same language as 
well? In Homer we learn a great deal about the language of the gods, 
that is, the language used by deities in the era of Zeus. When 
Homeric gods speak to humans they almost invariably change their 
appearance and manner of speech before addressing mortals, taking 

story of Adam as found in Genesis. Animals lose the common tongue they share with 
Adam, after he is expelled from Eden. After leaving paradise, Adam immediately 
offers spices or incense (but not meat!) as a sacrifice (J ubilees 3: 28). 

104 Aug. De Trinitate 15. 11. 20; see too Sermones 180. 7, 7 and the further refer~ 
mets and discussion in Kirwan 1994. ~08-IO. 

101 See Aquinas, Summa The%gica I .107 esp. art. I and 4; Quaestio"" 
f!i'/>Utatae: De Veritate quo 9 art. 4: dicitur anRelus unus alter; loqui, manifestando ei 
,:,Itrio,,'!" mf!ntis conceptum); Dante, De Vulgan' Eloquentia I. 2. 1-3; l. 3. I. It is 
IAte,eetmg to note how closeJy DVE I. 2. I-a echoes the Aristotle Politics passage. 
s... tooChreticn '9791nd Barailski '989. eap. 2.0 and >17. 

3· H esiod, Homer, and the Golden Age SI 
on human form (8EP.M) and voice or speech (a.l8?).''' Sometimes the 
gods take on the appearance and voice of a specific human bein 
familiar to the person being visited, and sometimes they adopt g~ 
more general guise (e.g. as herald or herdsman), but the essential 
fact for our purposes is that they must adopt a different human 
speech when communicating with mortals.'o, Homer al:o uses a 
special vocabulary-words such as oaaa (voice), 8'a1Tt~ (divine), and 
8'(ffl'aw~ (spoken by a. g~d)-:-to depict divine voices and speech, 
referring both to the dlstmctlVe sound of the gods' voices and the 
unique capacities of their speech. '0' Gods differ from men not only 
in their beauty, immortality, stature, and diet, but in their speech as 
well. 

When gods address one another-and not mortals-in the Iliad 
and the Odyssey, their conversations are presented, of course, in epic 
Greek. Homer, composing in the Greek of literary epic, has no 
choice but to have all his interlocutors speak the same language.'" 
Yet, at times, Homer betrays an acquaintance with the speciallan­
guage of the gods. And it is this Homeric language of the gods which 
could have been the common form of speech shared by men and 
deities in the time of Kronos. Once the era of Zeus has begun, 
Homer, it seems, is one of the few human beings to be familiar with 
the language of the gods and later Greek commentators find it nec­
essary to explain the source of Homer's special knowledge. 
Scholiasts tell us, for instance, that Homer was raised by the Muses, 
inspired by them, or simply learned divine language from them."· 

'" See Clay. 974, esp. 129 n. I, who collects the instances of Homeric gods chang­
ing their demas and aude and rightly concludes from this that normally gods must 
speak differently from men. 

101 See Od. ]6. 161 ovyap WOOS' WaV'TEOO' BEO!. t/Jo1vol"TQ.(. tvapyEiS' and compare e.g. 11. 
'.790-'; '3. 216: 2. 279-80; Od. '3.222-3 and the further references collected by 
Garvie '994, 87 on Od. 6. 20-49. In the Odyssey both eiree and Calypso are termed 
dread goddesses of human speech 8",'1} Ikds aV<l>i<u(7t1 (Ciree: Od. '0. '36= ". 8 = u. 
150; Calypso: Od. 12. 449) and these minor goddesses who live on earth app81'CDtly 
can speak in a human way; compare Od. 5. 334-5. See Clay '974, 133: Ford 19')2, '71 
and compare Nagler 1996. 

'0' See Ford 1992. 18<>-97 for an analysis ofthese tenns in Homer and see Leden: 
'993.41-8. Ford also discusses the powerful voices ofthe gods, and the anomalous, 
mUltiple voices ofthe monster Typho, described by Hesiod (T""'«. 829"35)· Typho, 
in addition to speaking the language of the gods, makes the sounds of. bull: alioa, a 
dog l etc. to. See above~ Sect. 1.1 with D. 1&. 

I" Homer raised hy Muses: XbT ad 11. ,. 4°3: ~ ,.. ..... TI""I-i< ....... ..,. ...... 
~~i .. aTal M,,,,: Xb ad I/ .•. 813-140" ",0""'''I''''I-i< ol&...;. .......... ~-
too Eustathius on 11. '.4°3. Inspired by them: XT ad 11. '4· atl ea. &0 ........... .. 
MovO'wlo' K!l1'(J'If'Io'E0l-t",or. Learned from them: IT ad Il. 20. 74...,."""".. ........ .... 
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In the eyes of the scholiasts, then, Homer's knowledge of the lan­
guage of the gods is a reflection of the poet's status, stressing his 
privileged and inspired knowledge. Dio Chrysostom is more scepti_ 
cal. He doubts that Homer knows more than a few words of the lan­
guage of the gods (10.23-4) and accuses the poet of lying when he 
claims to be able to speak Zeus' dialect (llLaa,.t llLaMywliaL I I. 22-4). 

What can we say of this tongue of the gods? There are six refer_ 
ences altogether to divine language in Homer. In the Iliad, we find 
four instances of their speech, with Homer noting the names given 
by the gods to various objects-a giant, a hill, a bird, a river-and 
then adding the names given by men to these same things. He tells 
us, for instance, that a river is called Xanthus (Eavlios) by the gods 
and Scamander (l:Kap.avllpos) by men. In the Odyssey there are two 
references to names of objects-a magic plant and dangerous 
rocks-in the language of the gods, with no parallel or equivalent 
form in human language."' What are the special characteristics of 
this divine language? Modern scholars, who have devoted a great 
deal of attention to the six instances of divine words in Homer, have 
offered a series of hypotheses. Homer's language of the gods is clear­
ly part of a broader Indo-European tradition of recognizing differ­
ent, hierarchical levels oflanguage, with the semantically unmarked 
term assigned to men and the poetic or marked term attributed to 
the gods. The divine names are meant to belong to a higher, more 
poetic register. 11 , It has been suggested that the words assigned to 
the gods belong to an older, earlier stratum of Greek, or that they are 
non-Greek in origin, but these suggestions hold true for only some 
of the words."' We find further instances of the vocabulary of the 
gods in later Greek writers, such as Hesiod Pindar and Cratinus 
but again, there is no one linguistic commo~ denominator for thes~ 
words. 

Investigating the technical linguistic differences between divine 
names and human ones-if such differences exist-is less fruitful 
for our purposes than trying to understand what is specifically 
unique and divine about the language assigned by the Greeks to the 

111 /1 .. 1. 403; 2. 8,13-14; 14. 290-1; 20.74; Od. 10. 305; 12.61. Guntert 1921, esp. 
89-130• 's the ciasSlc study of the language of the gods; Bader 1989. esp. ch. 3, is a 
fairly recent study wIth a full bibliography on earlier work 

111 See further Watkins 1970 and 1995, 38-g, 181-2. We'st 1997, 352-3 notes some 
Near Eastern parallels for a language of the gods 

'" See Kirk 1985,94-5 <ad Il. I. 403-4); Ja~ko 1992, 196--7 <ad Il. 14. 290-1); 
Edwardl 1991. 297-8 <on 11.20·73-4); Clay 1972, u7 with n. 2. 
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gods. Here too scholars are d.ivided. While it has been argued that 
the language ?f the gods IS SImply their individual tongue, analo­
gOUS to the different languages used by different societies of men 
and animals, other modern commentators think that divine sp h 
is a language fuller and richer than the speech of mortals eh~h . . ,W le 
excels human language In Its power to express everything in the 
world, includmg matters beyond human ken. There is a distinct 
boundary between what men and gods can know, scholars contend, 
and gods apparently have a language of their own to accommodate 
their higher wisdom.'" Ancient evidence confirms this latter view 
for it seems clear that for the Greeks, the language of the gods some~ 
how reflects their higher, divine status. We have already seen that 
Plato, when discussing divine speech in Homer, notes that the gods 
speak a correct language, calling things by their natural names 
which reveal their essences, while men do not (Cratylus 39IdZ-e3). 
Plato's divine language is an Adamic tongue, where names bear an 
intrinsic relation to things, so that here the gods' language is a func­
tion of their superior knowledge.'" Scholiasts commenting on the 
Homeric references to divine names assign a variety of unique 
qualities to the language of the gods. They state that Homer assigns 
the gods a more perfect vocabulary, more accurate forms, better 
sounding words, Or the true names of objects, rather than their com­
mon ones. ". (Here we should notice, incidentally, that the language 
of the gods is composed solely of nouns.)'" Eustathius, the twelfth­
century commentator on Homer, wishes to place the gods' dis­
course on a higher plane: he terms their language more solemn, 
noble, and stately."K In Orphic writings, the distinction between 
the language of gods and men becomes a distinction between com­
mon language and mystical speech. '19 

'" See West 1966, 387 <ad Hes. Theog. 831; contrast West 1997, 352-3) ,..,rsus 
Clay 197' and Ford 199', 18Q-9. 

I IS See Cratylus 40od6-9 (and above, Sect. I); see Baxter 1992. 112. 

116 See L'bT ad I/. 1. 403: 'TCl nAELDTEpa OlO;!> al',{fh]aw; ET ad 11. 20. 7+: n~ BE TO 
£~paaEQTEp&. tj>aaLI' athdil 1TEPLTIOivQI {rots eEois}; ET ad 11. 14· 291: TO ~ &.pe. 
TOrS eEO'S ,{O't'jGIl'; Eh ad I/. 2. 813-14: T~V /LEv ~"'f.L~Ernpo.l' ci...opW1tO'S, ~'if tU", 
Omis 1rpoO"a7TTEL. 

117 BadeT 1989. 25 6-7 sees this exclusively nominal character as an expression of 
the attempt to apprehend the mysteries of the uni,'erse by naming them. Bu.tpemaps 
th~~: nouns reHect the \,1('v.,: of language as simple nomenclat~re., If" 

Thus EustathlUs on 11. 1. 403: £&Y()"OTfpo~' ." KG1 qt;~ "" if .... 
o)'Kt)pOnpolI Eis ~WJ'~I" 

11'1 See rrr. 83 and 91 Kern and compare Gambllrara 1984-. 109· 
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These attributes assigned by various Greeks to the language of 
the gods-a perfect, true, accurate, euphonious: or maj~stic 
tongue--express different ideas on the characterlsttcs of an Ideal 
language. They serve as an interesting indication of what different 
Greeks saw as the limitations or failings of their own lesser human 
language: it is precisely in those areas in which the language of the 
gods excels that we should understand that the Greeks felt dis­
satisfied with their own tongue. Each and everyone of these model 
qualities attributed to the language of the gods would be well suited 
to a golden age language, a language supposedly used by gods and 
fortunate mortals alike. 

We have seen that the most notable linguistic feature ofthe age of 
Kronos is the universality of speech and the lack of linguistic 
barriers. This Greek dislike of obstacles between speakers of 
different languages is also apparent from the fact that the gods of the 
post-Mekone world are said to know all human languages. Indeed, 
in the earliest reference in Greek literature to actual linguistic obs­
tacles, we find the goddess Aphrodite, who is disguised as a mortal, 
inventing excuses for the fact that she is bilingual in both Trojan 
and Phrygian (Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite 111-16). After the gold­
en age is over, gods retain their ability to communicate with every­
one, even if men are no longer able to do so. Mortals could perhaps 
be comforted by the fact that their primeval forefathers may have 
shared the gods' special, ideal language in the golden age. 

Women as First Speakers 

Returning to Hesiod's text, we can learn more about linguistic con­
ditions after Mekone. 120 Pandora is, it seems, the first to possess a 
mortal tongue, a language which is known as human speech. When 
Zeus orders the various gods to participate in the making of 
Pandora, he instructs Hephaestus to place human speech inside her 
(lv 8' av(lpw7Tov 8£I-'EV IlVo-,)v Erga 61). Hermes will subsequently give 
Pandora a voice (lv 8' <J.PIl r/>wvT]v {/ijKE (/EWV KijPVt Erga 79-80), 
together with lies and deceitful tales. '" What is this human speech 

11Q See Pucci 1977.88-99. esp. 89-91; LecIerc 1993, 119"""2 9. 
III Commentators, ancient and modern, disagree as to the exact distinction 

bet ... "" .. rlB>iand 4xuorl], but Clay [974 and Ford [992, [77-<) demonstrate convinc­
ingly that avchj i8 used in epic of humanly intelligible speech, while 4>w,,~ is more gen­
.rally 'sound': .ee too West [978, J 63-4 (ad Erga 79); Leclerc 1f)93 , 44-'7, 122-4. It 
i. "ot clear why both Hephaestus and Hermes are involved in giving voice to 
Pandor., although each of the two deities elsewhere grants speech to others; see 
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(avOpW7TOV .. , Ilv8~v) granted to Pandora? If we assume that until the 
division at Mekone men spoke the same language as the gods, III 
Pandora now comes to mankind equipped with a form of speech 
which is specifically human and intended for men. This language is 
apparently new, created especially for Pandora-who will then 
transmit it to men-and implanted in her by Hephaestus.IZl 
Pandora brings countless woes and diseases to mankind (Erga 
94-104), all of which worsen man's lot and underline the great gulf 
which has been opened up between gods and men, and the new lan­
guage she bears is apparently one more such bane. Human beings 
will now speak a separate language of their own, introduced by 
Pandora, the carrier and transmitter of evils. The inability to con­
verse directly with gods (or with animals) and a language used only 
by men and women is, Hesiod implicitly tell us, a punishment, akin 
to the new and distressing phenomena of illness and old age. In an 
ideal world there is a common language, used by mortals and 
immortals alike, 

If the very fact of a separate tongue for mortals is an evil in and of 
itself, Hermes' contribution to Pandora, his addition of deceit and 
wheedling words (.pEv8Ea IJ' aifLvAtovs TE ,\oyovs Erga 78), may point 
to further negative developments related to speech introduced by 
the first female. The language of the age of Kronos would have been 
without lies or deception due to its transparency; there would also 
have been no reason to use such tactics in those idyllic times. Why 
would anyone need--or want-to lie when living in a paradise?U4 

below, Sect. 4.]. Compare the tale of Aesop (Vita G 7), who is given tbe power of 
speech itself (1)wv~) by Isis, while the Muses give him the ability to use speech skil­
fully-see below, Sect 5.3. 

III Pucei [977, 91 suggests that the common tongue spoken by botb men and gods 
before Mekone was the language of the gods, but ignores the quesnon of sninW 
speech. If the pre-Meknne mortals, like the men of the golden age, conversed Wltb 
animals as well we must assume that all three groups spoke the language of the gods. 

IZl It is perhaps misguided to ask who actuaUy invented this human laDg1.l88e. 
Could it be Hephaestus? Elsewhere he grants speech to his lifelike golden female 
attendants (11. [R. 417-20) and, indeed, even the monsters f .. hloned by Hephaestus 
for Pandora's crown ~wem to be creatures with voices ({woiO'w £Ol«OT'G. ~ 
Theag. 584). But th.t is not the same as inventing a language and his skills are alonc 
different lines, mort' magical and m('chanical; compare Pt>~li~ia IQ?5. ~~. see 

IH Here it is worth comparing the Houyhnhnms of SWIft s GIIIJtf~ S • 

Stam 1976, 57-<). St.m notes that these imaginary. rational horses h8d"=: 
because they had few needs. They had no dISagreements, dId not find It .. of 
argue or analyse, were im'spahle of lying, and could not understand the mendocity 
supposedly civilized Y shoos. 
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After Mekone, once man's life became much more laborious and 
difficult, deceptions could, of course, lead to tangible material 
benefits. Thus Pandora, equipped with her internal and external 
'gifts', may have led to men using lies for the first time,. in addition 
to causing them to adopt a new tongue. Here we are remmded of the 
views of Bernard de Mandeville (1670-1733), who in his Fable of the 
Bees states that man developed language in order to persuade others, 
often by deceit and manipulation, to help him in the pursuit of his 
own interests.'" If this interpretation is correct, we can extrapolate 
backwards to the idyllic times before Pandora and perceive that an 
innocent or pure language, a discourse without lies and deceit, was 
another feature of the golden age which was subsequently lost to 

mankind. 
When a golden age ends it need not mean that all its various cul­

rural fearures simply disappear, but the end of the idyllic era does 
imply that man must now apply considerable effort in order to con­
tinue to enjoy these resources. After the changes brought about by 
Prometheus and Pandora, human beings had to invest a great deal of 
labour in order to receive much smaller returns. So, for example, 
men could have corn, as before, but in place of the great bounty 
effortlessly granted them they now had to expend much energy for a 
small crop."o A lessening of linguistic capability after the age of 
Kronos is in accordance with this scheme. Humans continued to use 
language, as they had spoken before, but could no longer converse 
with the gods (or with animals). And-because of the deceit and 
wheedling words placed in Pandora-human beings could no 
longer rely upon language being limpid, transparent, or truthful. 
Speech after Mekone contained a great many lies, and men now had 
to invest a great deal of effort and ingenuity to examine and untangle 
the words of others. One further difference may have been that 
human beings now had to devote time and exertion to learning a 
tongue, whereas in the golden age language was granted to them 
effortlessly, perhaps at birth. 

It is undoubtedly significant that Pandora, the bringer of evils­
including deceptive language-is a woman. Women's speech 
was thought to be particularly crafty, seductive, and dangerous.'" 

IU Mandeville in Kaye 1924. ii. :l8~o; the Fable was completed in 1723. See 
Stam 1976, 37-8 with .68 n. '5, who point. out th.t Swift and Oliver Goldsmith al •• 
thare thia 'nearly unique' idea. 

, .. S ... Blund.n 1986, 14J-4. 
IH The oUfstandinp; mythological instance is of course that of the Sirens; compare 
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Pandora is often compared to another first woman E d" . ' , v~an rtu 
interestmg to find m Dante the claim that Eve t'8 th fi . . every rst 
speaker 1~ the Btble (I!e ~ulgari Eloquentia 1.4.2-3). Dante-who 
clearly dlstmts the biblIcal text by ignoring earlier instances of 
Adam speakmg-then goes on to argue that it is unlikely that 110 

excellent an act of the human race should have proceeded first fro 
h h '28 I . m a woman rat er t an a .man. .f III Dante speech is too positive an 

attnbute to have ongmated With a woman, in Hesiod, slippery 
human language is well suited to the first woman, an initiator of 
troubles. One modern account of the origin of language also sees 
women as the first speakers, suggesting that a coalition of women 
secretly created speech to collectively deceive men"" Another 
modern theory suggests that language-a fully developed language 
with complex syntax-arose as the result of a genetic mutation 
affecting a single female living in Africa, an 'African Eve' .!l0 Both 
these latter theories are controversial, to say the least, but it is fasci­
nating to see just how tenacious the idea that a female was the first 
possessor of language can be. 

4. ANIMALS IN THE GOLDEN AGE 

Golden Age Vegetarianism 

If the innovations introduced by Prometheus and Pandora estab­
lished man's status and fixed his position midway between gods and 
beasts, this underlines the fact that prior to these changes, bound­
aries between the three groups were much more fluid and open. 
What sort of relationship did these men of long ago have with ani­
mals? Here, too, the issues of diet and speech are both related and 
significant. (Our tongue, as Aristotle reminds us, is used for two 
purposes-for tasting and for speech."') A diet of cooked food and 

the way 8o'\6~Gao. alternates with cr.vS~Eaao. in the description of Circe and Calypso in 
Homer (Od. 7.245; 9. J2) and see Nagler 1996, 14H with n. 19. See furth", beIo .. , 
Sect·5·J· 

\l8 Adam speaks at Genesis 2: 20 (naming animals) and 2: 2J (recognizina IDd 
naming woman), before Eve's address to the serp<nt at Gen .. is 3: .... 3· Trabant • .,., 
4S argue. that Eve is the first speaker in a biblical dial.,.... See too Baranski ..... 
esp. 221-2, who collects a series of pre~Dante misogynist views on women's inferior 
linguistic capacities found in writers such as Paul, Jerome. Aquinas. etc. 

... See Reaken 1996, 106--7, who refers to. theory ronnl.latod by Chris JCaiaht; 
• ... too Klawans '000, ]4-6. 

'" S .. e.g. Rickerton 1990, ch. 7 and .... the rebuttal in SamplOft '997. 's-'JO­
'" So. Arist. 0. Part. A";,". 659'34; Dr A .... _ 420'16--1 •. 
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the use of language are two cultural features which normally serve to 
distinguish humans from animals. III When animals are able to com_ 
municate with men in the idyllic age of Kronos, apparently using 
the same language, this not only points to the harmony prevailing 
between the two groups, but also indicates that beasts and men are 
perceived as being essentially alike. They do not belong to two 
different world orders or species. Time and again, Greek thinkers 
stress man's unique possession of speech as a quality which dis­
tinguishes him from other creatures, so that when writers on the 
golden age bestow language upon animals they are assimilating 
these creatures to men. The fact that men and speaking animals are 
placed on the same level or order of creation in this idyllic world 
implies, in turn, the practice of vegetarianism in the golden age. One 
simply does not eat one's friends or conversational partners. 
Indeed, arguments by Greek thinkers on the morality of eating ani­
mal flesh often focus upon the question of animal sentience and 
intelligence, and more particularly on their capacity for speech. 
Thinkers who favour vegetarianism contend that animals possess 
speech of a kind, while those who justify man's right to be a carni­
vore argue against animals' syntactic capacities.'" Other propo­
nents of vegetarianism point to the amity, kinship, or common sense 
of belonging (O'vyyEV€.a or olK€{wO'ts) found between men and ani­
mals which should not allow men to kill animals.134 Certainly such 
harmony and kinship were present in the golden age and would 
seem to preclude the consumption of meat. 

More significantly, if men and animals in the age of Kronos 
belong to the same class or order, the consumption of beasts by men 
would be equivalent to cannibalism and cannibalism cannot, of 
course, be a part of an idyllic golden age. Cannibalism is sometimes 

1 n Compare a different system of distinguishing between men and beasts found in 
Jewish rabbinic sources: 'Six things are said of human beings. ]n regard to three they 
are like ministering angels ... they have understanding ... walk erect, .. and talk in 
the holy tongue. , . In regard to three they are beasts ... they eat and drink ... propa~ 
gate . .- . and relieve themselves like beasts' (Babylonian Talmud Hagigah ]63 and 
Gene", Rabbah 8: (1). 

'" See in particular, Plut. De Esu Cam. 994d....,; De Soli. Anim. 959f-<)63f; Porph. 
De Abtt., esp. I. 13-25; J. '-'7, and the further references in Sorabji 1993.80-6. with 
nn;J!9'-3Z . See too Do~browski 1987 and Tsekourakis 1987. esp. 383-6. 

. P~thagora8 and rheophrastus are two (relatively early) thinkers associated 
~*"th'. argument-seo lamblichus, VP 1611-<); Porph. De Ab,t. 3. 25 and 2. 22 
(- eophra.tus frr. 53' and 584a Fortenbaugh). Pythagorean vegetarianism 
.houJ~~ of course, be Jink~d with the theory of transmigration of souls. See too 
Sorob" 1993. ch. 10, esp. '31-3; Ta.kourakis 1987, 373-4. 
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present in the alternative model of early society, that of bestial men 
who gradually progres~. to civilization. Culture heroes, such as 
Orpheus or ISls and OSlrlS then put a stop to this allelophagy, rais­
ing humans to a higher le.vel ~f civilization. '" It is worth noting, 
incidentally, that canm bahsm IS a feature found at times m' th ,. " eage 
of Kronos, for Kronos era, hke the god himself, has a darker side in 
many ancient sources. Kronos-his myth and rituals-is riddled 
with oppositions: if freedom and abundance are one side of a world 
without clear boundaries and an ordered hierarchy, the other side is 
one of chaos, anarchy, and the absence of moral standards. "6 The 
post-Mekone divisions which introduce boundaries and limits, sep_ 
arating men, gods, and beasts, also lead to order, regulations, and 
careful distinctions. 

These distinctions do not exist in the golden age. Both the prac­
tice of vegetarianism by human beings, and the use of language by 
animals, erase the differences between men and beasts in the age of 
Kronos, but in rather different ways. A common tongue with ani­
mals points towards a higher joint form of civilization, while a 
mutual abstention from meat can be interpreted more variously. 
When animals are granted speech, they are raised up, as it were, to 

man's level: in the idyllic world of the golden age, the difference 
between the two species is eliminated by elevating animals to users 
of language. Even if we imagine that this common tongue was a 
primitive, limited language, animals' capacities are nonetheless 
enhanced. When men are vegetarians and do not eat meat they are 
again placed, in a sense, on the same plane as animals, for the latter 
do not consume cooked food, but this resemblance between men 
and beasts is more complex and less obviously ideal. In the context 
of the age of Kronos, the practice of vegetarianism need not mean 
that men are more bestial: they are simply closer to animals and live 
in harmony with them, without consuming their fellow creatures. 
In other accounts of human civilization, however, man's abstention 
from meat was interpreted as a descent down to the level of beasts. 
Vegetarians, at least those who subsist on uncooked herbs and 
fruits, do not make use of human beings' superior technological 

13' Orpheus: fr. 292 (Kern). Isis and Osiris: Diod. I. 14. I etc.; see wo Atheniofr. 
I K-A. and below, Set't. 4+ See Renehan 1981, Z55...(); DetienAe 1911!; IIIundeIl 
1986, "'4-' 5,223-4; see too Pelliccia 1995, 78-4lo. Segall<j8l, 2 __ is a puticIllar­
Iy helpful analysis of the cultural implications of cannibalism, 

116 See the interesting discussion ofVersne11987 and the refHeaoee*re. 
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skills, their ability to use snares and control fire, so ~h.at people who 
practised vegetarianism were thought to lead a pnmltlve and bestial 
life. Porphyry knows the argument that early hu~an bemgs-and 
the reference may be to golden age men-abstamed from meat 
because they did not know how to use fire. Thus vegetarianism is 
often attributed to the very first men from two different standpoints, 
one positive and one negative. In golden age tales, men are gen.eraUy 
vegetarians because they live in peace and harmony with ammals, 
while those who believe in humankind's gradual progress towards 
civilized life, see an uncooked diet as part and parcel of primitive 
man's animal-like existence. Indeed, according to some Greek 
thinkers it is precisely the distance which man has traversed from 
his primeval bestial state which allows him to consume animals. We 
have already encountered the claim by Hesiod that while Zeus has 
given justice to men, animals lack this quality: fish, wild beasts, and 
winged birds eat one another, since they have no justice (Erga 
276--8). Stoics will argue that by not eating animals, men reject this 
unique quality of justice granted to them and become bestial them­
selves."? 

Here it is worth noting the Cynic identification with golden age 
practices. The Cynics deliberately adopted a lifestyle allegedly con­
sistent with the animal-like conditions found in the age of Kronos. 
In the Cynic view the lack of boundaries and categories in Kronos' 
time meant that gods, men, and animals all lived as beasts, and they 
tried to emulate this original way of life, particularly in relation to 
sex and diet. Thus the Cynics opposed regulated family life and 
defended incest, as well as sex in public. Their diet was raw rather 
than cooked, which meant that they were either vegetarians or else 
ate raw meat (and even defended cannibalism). '38 Yet when it came 
to speech there is no evidence that the Cynics deliberately turned 
their backs on human language, substituting animal sounds instead. 
Perhaps this was one human capacity they were unwilling to reject 
or perhaps they believed that golden age animals spoke, although no 
extant source on the Cynics hints at this assumption. 

While the presence of talking animals in the golden age implies 
that men of that time abstained from meat-eating, the converse is 

'" See Porph. D.Ab!l. I. 4, qand BlundeUI986, 75; Detienne '98" esp. 218-'9. 
'" See .·11. Dia,. LI.rt. 6. 72-3 and the further reference. collected by Lov.joy 

and Boo '9]5, 1'7-52. See too Blundell1986, 214-15, 223; Martin 1997; Vid,l­
Nacquet '916, '90. 
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not always true. Vegetarianism in the age of Kronos is not sufficient 
cause to presume animal speech as well, for abstinence from meat 
need not imply an egalitarian attitude towards animals. We shall see 
that vegetarian golden age men could-and did-make use of ani­
mals in ways which often seem to discount the possibility of the two 
groupS speaking to one another. Yet since vegetarianism is a neces­
sary-but not sufficient condition-for animal language, it is worth 
noting which accounts of the golden age expressly mention man's 
abstinence from meat and then examining the role assigned to 
animals in these tales. "9 

Animals and Humans 

In Hesiod's Erga, the first surviving account of a golden age, it is the 
strong and grim bronze race of men who do not eat bread and pre­
sumably are the first race to eat meat instead (0';8. Tt alTOV ~a6to". 
aAA' all6.,..UVTO<; EXOV Kpunp6cppovu IIv,..6v Erga 146--7). Did Hesiod's 
golden age men possess or use domesticated animals? One verse in 
the Erga, line 120, does describe golden age men as rich in Hocks 
(acpv£wl "'~Ao,a<), which would mean that men of the time kept ani­
mals, and perhaps made use of beasts in some way. This line, which 
is absent from most of the manuscripts of Hesiod, is omitted by 
many editors of the Erga. '40 Alexandrian scholars considered the 
verse spurious, apparently because they thought that raising Hocks 
belonged to a later stage of man's cultural development; indeed 
Hocks of sheep appear later in the myth of races, in conjunction with 
the race of heroes (Erga 163).141 Perhaps the verse should be dis­
counted not because golden age men were too primitive or backward 
to keep beasts, but because they were too friendly with animals to 
use them in that way. 

We shall see, however, that some writers do envision a golden age 
in which men live in harmony with animals and nonetheless make 
use of them. Indeed, a similar situation is found in Plato's Republic 
(369a-37zd), in the first and simplest city outlined by Socrates and 

1)9 For golden age vegetarianism, sct' Gatz 1967. 165-71, esp. 166.~d the further' 
bibliography there. Gatz suggestg that such abstinence was not an ongtnal~.:! 
the golden age, but was added only later. under the influence of Orpho<: 
Pythagorean practices. .' icuNs' 

140 West 1978• 1 R I (ad loc.) notes that the \'erst" appears only m D~odorus S 
quotation of Hesl0d's tt'xt (S. 6fl, 6) and is not found in the man~. 

JfI RosenmeYf"T IQC;7 282-]' Sff' Cole 1967.2 n .... who points to mlSas an: 
pie of changing attitud;s tow~;ds progr .... See too Anttilo --. ' .... 3 .... 
and &</><vo, in the hunting and gathering society. 

I 
i 
j 
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Ademantus. The citizens of this projected city lead a plain and con­
tented life, reminiscent in many ways of the golden age, and while 
they make use of animals for ploughing, conveying, and clothing, 
they themselves subsist on a vegetarian diet. Their lack of fish and 
meat (;;,pov) is one of Glaucon's chief complaints against this simple 
'city of pigs', so that when Socrates goes on to describe a second, 
more sophisticated and comfortable city, he makes sure to include 
hunters and swineherds to guarantee a meat diet (Rep. 372d-
373c).'41 

In Crates' fifth-century comedy, Beasts (eT/PIa fr. 19), which is set 
in the age of Kronos, we find both talking animals and a limited sort 
of vegetarianism. Crates' animals speak freely with humans, urge 
men to refrain from eating their flesh, and suggest a diet of vege­
tables and fish instead. Empedocles describes a golden age where 
Kypris, that is, Aphrodite--and not Kronos-rules. The goddess is 
offered paintings of living creatures (ypa7rTois TE ~4>ow,) and scented 
spices, rather than blood sacrifices, and men of the time are vegetar­
ians (DK 31 Bl28). Beasts and birds are on good terms with 
humans: docility, gentleness, and affection characterize their rela­
tions (BI30: ~oav o€ KTOl.a 7raVTa Kat o.v8pumow, 7rpooT/vij 8ijPES T' 

olwvol rE, r/"AOq,POOVvT/ rE OEO~€I). Empedocles does not actually state 
that men and animals spoke to one another in this age of Aphrodite, 
but the friendship between them certainly allows that possibility. 
Indeed, this passage of Empedocles is though t to have been a strong 
influence on Plato's myth of Kronos, and the latter philosopher's 
talking animals.'" 

Aristotle's pupil, Dicaearchus, writing a cultural history of 
Greece, the Life of Greece (f3los 'EAAaoos) at the end of the fourth 
century BCE, also describes a golden race of men. These men lead 
peaceful, simple, and happy lives-they have no wealth, do not keep 
animals, and eat no meat. Dicaearchus presents a rationalized, 
'scientific' version of Hesiod's myth of the ages, but leaves out all 
reference to the golden age flocks of Erga 120, although he quotes 
the verses immediately preceding, Erga I I 6-r 9. This is not by 
chance. According to Dicaearchus, men began to domesticate ani­
mals and kill them at a later stage, when they became pastoral 

.. , See Adorn [905, i. 9.-[00 on Rep. 369b--37.d. 
,., See Baloude [997; Gat, [967, [55-6-he compares Law., 678e. More general­

ly. Pl~~o seems mfluenced by Empedocles for the cycles of his myth--see Guthrie 
[965,11. '4i1-<J: [978, v. [94: Blundell1986, 147 If. 
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nomads. The exploitation and domestication of animals then leads 
to the accumulatIOn of property, to jealousy and rivalry d h 

Th " ,an tot e 
waging of wars. elr abstentIon from living things was 't 

f h · h 'b ,1 seems, 
one of the actors w IC con~rt uted to the happiness of men during 
the age of Kronos, accordmg to Dicaearchus so that k' . . ,spea Ing 
animals could have featured m hIS work. '44 Porphyry, whose treatise 
in favour of, vegetanamsm De Abstinentia is our source here for 
Dicaearchus wor~s, stresses the links between wrongdoing to 
animals and the eVIls of a post-golden age: war and greed.'" 
Th~ thir.d-c~ntury BCE poet Aratus also includes golden age vege­

tanamsm m hIS account of the races of men. In his astronomical 
poem, the Phaenomena (96- 1 36), Aratus tells of the star Virgo or 
Justice who, in times of old, met men and women face to face and 
spok~ to them. Men u~ed oxen and the plough in the golden age to 
provIde themselves wIth food. In the following, silver age, Justice 
came to earth less often, mainly to reproach humans for their evil 
ways. Finally, in the bronze age, Justice left earth altogether and 
ascended to heaven, while men forged swords and ate oxen for the 
first time (131-2). Aratus' version of the myth of the races is inter­
esting for its more gradual transitions and less clearly defined 
boundaries between men, gods, and animals. Unlike most authors, 
Aratus already includes women as members of the first, golden race 
(line 103). The goddess Justice withdraws gradually, step by step, 
from humankind and there is no abrupt separation between men 
and the goddess as at Mekone. Thus Justice talks to the silver race as 
well as the golden one, although it is clear that she speaks more 
freely and in a more kindly way to the earlier group. Since the pic­
ture is one of the goddess addressing human beings, rather than a 
joint conversation or exchange, it is perhaps wrong to imagine either 
race-the golden or silver-actually speaking the same language as 
the gods or conversing with divine beings as equal partners. The 
impression one receives is that an all-knowing Justice speaks to 

human beings in their tongue, but they do not share in her divine 
speech. Aratus, like Dicaearchus, clearly links the consumption of 
meat with the beginning of war and bloodshed and assigns the end 

... Dicaearchus fr. 49 W. (=Porph. De Ab,l. 4. 2. I). See Lo\'ejoy and Boas 1935, 
93-6; Guthrie [957. 74-7; B1undell [986. [53-4: \'idal-~acquet 1986 . 

.., Although Porphyry 'had. \'el/etarion axe to grind' (Blundell 1986. IS3), it is 
wrong to doubt the attrihution of golden age ,oegetariillnism to Dkaeardtus. Compu'e 
lerome's testimony ,ull/um (omrdisu ('Qmt1ft (fr. SO \\'.} and see BlundeH 1916. I~ 
Guthrie [957. [37 nn. 14-[5. 
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of vegetarianism to the third and lowe~~ group of men, the bronze 
race. Yet, in his account, animals are utthzed ~rom the very start, for 
the golden race use them for ploughmg. Whhlle there seems to ~e a 
kinship of sorts between these men and t elr oxen.-as a schohast 
points out, the epithet 'ploughing' used to ~esc~lbe the animals 
slaughtered by the bronze age men (f3owv ... npOT"IpwV I3z), makes 
their consumption all the more heinous 146-it seems unlikely that 
these oxen chatted with their masters. Despite the vegetarianism 
found in Aratus' account, it seems that neither men nor animals had 
special linguistic abilities in the golden age. 

Finally, two passages from Roman writers. Virgil's fourth 
eclogue, telling of the return of the world to the golden age, furn­
ishes an interesting instance of a situation where animals live in har­
mony with one another and with human beings, and are at the same 
time utilized by men, happily providing them with milk and wool. 
In Virgil's ideal future time, goats will approach men of their own 
accord to be milked and herds will not fear lions (ipsae lacte domum 
referent distenta capellae ubera, nec magnos metuent armenta leones 
Eel. 4. 21-2). At the culmination of the perfect time envisioned by 
the poet, each land will produce all things and the ploughman will 
be able to free oxen from their yoke. But animals will still serve man, 
for sheep will grow their wool in many colours to spare men the 
effort and deceit of dyeing (nec varios discet mentiri lana colores 42). 
Thus, even in this best of all possible worlds men will still make use 
of animals, but the animals will cooperate voluntarily, of their own 
free will (ipse . .. sponte sua 43-5). Such cooperation by these golden 
age beasts will improve not only man's material situation, but his 
moral worth as well. It is but one small further step to imagine 
Virgil's kindly beasts actually addressing their masters and urging 
them to proceed with milking or shearing. Yet the tone of Virgil's 
eclogue is uplifting and having golden age animals allegedly address 
men and beg to be used would perhaps be too close to comic paro­
dies of utopian times where various creatures beg to be eaten (above, 
Sect. I). 

Ovid describes the golden age twice in his Metamorphoses, once 
reworking the myth of metallic ages as found in Hesiod and Aratus 
(Met. I. 76-2 I 5), and once telling of only two ages, the primitive 

14. E ad Aratus, Plrat1Wmena 132: """<PWIi 8. dVE,St,El aUTov, Ka, p.'p.~.,.a, ,;"S' 
4Ha,.. .. tu-lI atiTwv 1rpW'tWlI KPfo1l0PEill, 1'~S' 'lJ'pDT'pa~ yUEQ.S" DV 'roUTO Epyacmp.JVflS. 
frpotllt"/ltfVOII Sf Kal TO aprn'1JgfJIv IT! ""pooEp.t/-alIlH BlhoiS", 
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golden one of Saturn-Kr?nos and the latter-day unhappy age of 
Zeus (15· I ff.). "':hen tellmg of the two ages, Ovid has Pythagora. 
urge men to refram from .eatmg meat and praise the peaceful vege­
tarian golden .age when bIrds, hares, and fish all lived in safety (15. 
96-102). In hIS other a~count of the golden age, Ovid again stresses 
that men were vegetarIans (I. 101-18), but it would probably be 
wrong to assign to Ovid's age of Kronos a language common to men 
and beasts. The primeval man described by Ovid is far superior to 
the animals who surround him and is meant to rule over them. 
Capable of lofty thought, fashioned in the image of the goda, stand­
ing erect and gazing at the stars (I. 76-86), these original men were 
more likely to have conversed with gods than animals. 

This brief survey of the role played by animals in various 
accounts of the golden age indicates that while relations between 
men and other creatures were invariably peaceful, with men appar_ 
ently abstaining from the consumption of their fellow creatures, 
humans were nonetheless often in a position of superiority to ani­
mals. Frequently the question of a common language between men 
and animals simply does not arise and the two species do not seem 
close enough to communicate directly with one another. (Here, 
then, the very useful analogy between diet and language does not 
apply: sharing the same vegetarian diet does not necessarily entail 
sharing one form of speech.) At the same time it is in those very 
accounts of the age of Kronos where men seem superior to animals 
(Hesiod, Aratus, Virgil, and Ovid) that they also seem fairly close to 
the gods, so that a joint language shared by men and deities does not 
seem impossible. Babrius' picture of a form of speech shared. by 
gods, men, and animals in the golden age is, as we have seen, the 
exception, not the rule: normally these first men either speak with 
gods or else share a language with animals. 

None of these ancient accounts of the golden age touches upon die 
question of the origin of the language used at that time. While no 
surviving writer on the golden age explicitly says so. it seems that 
the beneficent gods of that time freely granted language to .a. 
Language was simply there. present at the starting point. and speedl 
seems to be one more gift from the gods in that golden e-ra. Just as 
the earth spontaneously produced food for all living thinp, lm­
guage apparently arose of itse-If, naturally. to be used by all. The 
shared language of the golden age did not have to be cons~ Of 
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of vegetarianism to the third and lowe~~ group of men, the bronze 
race. Yet, in his account, animals are Utlhzed from the very start, for 
the golden race use them for ploughing. W~Iie there seems to be a 
kinship of sorts between these men and their oxen-as a scholiast 

oints out, the epithet 'ploughing' used to descnbe the animals 
~aughtered by the bronze age men (f3owv ... apoT~pwV 132), makes 
their consumption all the more heinous'''-it seems unlikely that 
these oxen chatted with their masters. Despite the vegetarianism 
found in Aratus' account, it seems that neither men nor animals had 
special linguistic abilities in the golden age. 

Finally, two passages from Roman writers. Virgil's fourth 
eclogue, telling of the return of the world to the golden age, furn­
ishes an interesting instance of a situation where animals live in har­
mony with one another and with human beings, and are at the same 
time utilized by men, happily providing them with milk and wool. 
In Virgil's ideal future time, goats will approach men of their own 
accord to be milked and herds will not fear lions (ipsae lacte domum 
referent distenta capellae ubera, nec magnos metuent armenta leones 
Eel. 4. 21-2). At the culmination of the perfect time envisioned by 
the poet, each land will produce all things and the ploughman will 
be able to free oxen from their yoke. But animals will still serve man, 
for sheep will grow their wool in many colours to spare men the 
effort and deceit of dyeing (nee varios diseet mentiri Zana eolores 42). 
Thus, even in this best of all possible worlds men will still make use 
of animals, but the animals will cooperate voluntarily, of their own 
free will (ipse . .. sponte sua 43-5). Such cooperation by these golden 
age beasts will improve not only man's material situation, but his 
moral worth as well. It is but one small further step to imagine 
Virgil's kindly beasts actually addressing their masters and urging 
them to proceed with milking or shearing. Yet the tone of Virgil's 
eclogue is uplifting and having golden age animals allegedly address 
men and beg to be used would perhaps be too close to comic paro­
dies of utopian times where various creatures beg to be eaten (above, 
Sect. I). 

Ovid describes the golden age twice in his Metamorphoses, once 
reworking the myth of metallic ages as found in Hesiod and Aratus 
(Met. 1.76-215), and once telling of only two ages, the primitive 

... E ad Aratu8, Phaenomena 132: 1rIH:PW~ St OV"ai'El aVTOVS Kat f.A-'IJ.~E1'a, WS 
4,f~fAlV am-Wo" 1rPWTWV I(fnO~OPf;}I. T77S fTPOTfpaS YEVEas OV 'TOV'TO lpyaOQl-'fJ1T]s. 
"'fIO.K€t~o" Sf Kui 'TO apo_1'1jpwJ.' "n trpooflA4a{vEl athoiS'. 

4· Animals in the Golden Age 
65 

golden one of Saturn-Kr~nos and the latter-day unhappy age of 
Zeus (15· I ff.). ~hen telhn~ of the two ages, Ovid has Pythagoras 
urge men to refram from .eatmg meat and praise the peaceful vege­
tarian golden.age when bIrds, hares, and fish all lived in safety (IS. 
96-102). In his other a~count of the golden age, Ovid again stresses 
that men were vegetanans (I. 101-18), but it would probably be 
wrong to assign to Ovid' s age of Kronos a language common to men 
and beasts. The primeval man described by Ovid is far superior to 
the animals who surround him and is meant to rule over them. 
Capable of lofty thought, fashioned in the image of the gods, stand­
ing erect and gazing at the stars (I. 76-86), these original men were 
more likely to have conversed with gods than animals. 

This brief survey of the role played by animals in various 
accounts of the golden age indicates that while relations between 
men and other creatures were invariably peaceful, with men appar­
ently abstaining from the consumption of their fellow creatures, 
humans were nonetheless often in a position of superiority to ani­
mals. Frequently the question of a common language between men 
and animals simply does not arise and the two species do not seem 
close enough to communicate directly with one another. (Here, 
then, the very useful analogy between diet and language does not 
apply: sharing the same vegetarian diet does not necessarily entail 
sharing one form of speech.) At the same time it is in those very 
accounts of the age of Kronos where men seem superior to animals 
(Hesiod, Aratus, Virgil, and Ovid) that they also seem fairly close to 

the gods, so that ajoint language shared by men and deities does not 
seem impossible. Babrius' picture of a form of speech shared by 
gods, men, and animals in the golden age is, as we have seen, the 
exception, not the rule: normally these first men either speak with 
gods or else share a language with animals. 

None of these ancient accounts of the golden age touches upon the 
question of the origin of the language used at that time. While no 
surviving writer on the golden age explicitly says so, it seems that 
the beneficent gods of that time freely granted language to all. 
Language was simp I y there, present at the starting point, and speech 
seems to be one more gift from the gods in that golden era. Just as 
the earth spontaneously produced food for all living things, lan­
guage apparently arose of itself, naturally. to be used by aD. The 
shared language of the golden age did not have to be constructed or 

( 
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developed, just as the earth did not have to be sown or ploughed. 
Words and food were there for the taking. Indeed, it seems likely 
that speech also arose spontaneously within men themselves (and in 
other speaking golden age creatures), and that no one had to exert 
any effort to learn this common tongue. Perhaps men, arising or 
created out of earth-fully mature in some golden age accounts­
possessed language from the very first moment of their existence. 
With the end of the age of Kronos and the advent of Pandor a and her 
gift of a human, deceitful tongue, communication was no longer 
effortless and humans, it seems, had to acquire language slowly and 
carefully, just as they do today. 

We have already noted that the language used in the golden age 
need not have been an Adamic one, with words reflecting the mean­
ing of the objects they denominate (above, Sect. 1). At the same time 
it may have been ideal or perfect in other ways. If Pandora brings a 
more opaque and deceptive human language, perhaps we should 
understand that the primordial golden age language was one with­
out ambiguities or complexities, a form of transparent speech which 
all could understand. Modern writers of dystopias favour the con­
struction of such a simple and comprehensible language, for it 
seems to exclude the possibility of expressing new or subtle ideas. A 
simple, transparent language with no ambiguities and nothing left 
open or unnamed, preserves and safeguards the institutions of these 
dystopias. A perfect 'frozen' language does not leave room for 
reflecting change or new developments.'" Such a language would 
be well suited to an unchanging society such as the golden age-for 
change can only be for the worse-where there would be no need for 
new words or concepts. Just as men are nourished by a steady diet of 
the same food in the time of Kronos, they could use the same limit­
ed supply of words over and over again. 

All this is, of course, speculation. Ancient sources make it clear 
that above all it was the linguistic community which was ideal in the 
golden age, for its end led to a separation between gods, men, and 
beasts, and an end to their common language. Our three main 
sources, Babrius, Plato, and Hesiod, point to different aspects of 
language in Kronos' era. Babrius emphasizes the universality ofthis 

•• ? See Passmore 1970, 272.-3. who cites Orwell's 1984 and Have!'s Th, 
M",,,,,,mdum. H. not .. that H. G. Well., in hi. A Modern Utopia. ha. the inhabi­
tIIDU UN an Internatlonal1y comprehensible. but imperfect tongue, one that could 
relloct chan,t, 

4· A nimals in the Golden Age 

first language, Plato notes its two-sided potent' I' £ .. 67 
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philosophy, whl e eSlOd stresses its limpidness d I k . r 
If the age of Kronos implies effortless commun' at~ bac of deceit. 

d . Ica IOn etween men 
and gods or men an ammals or all three groups't I 

. fl' "b ' ,Iscosemeansthe erectIOn 0 mgUlstlc arners between the' , vanous species The 
Greeks do not bemoan the lack or loss of a u' I h . , " mversa uman lan 
guage, as m the biblical tale of the Tower of Babel d h' -,an t IS may be 
because they rarely looked beyond their own Greek t ongue to speak-
ers of other languages, Instead they look back with I . , ongmg to an era 
in which men could speak to gods and beasts. In Gr k !an 
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Psammetichus' Children 

What experiments would be necessary in order to come to 
know natural man; and how are these experiments to be per­
formed within society? ... 

Let us, begin, therefore, by setting all the facts aside, for they 
do not affect the question. The inquiries that can be pursued 
regarding this subject must not be taken for historical truths, 
but only as hypothetical and conditional argument, better 
suited to illumine the nature of things than to show their true 
origin. 

J. J. Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality 

I. THE EXPERIMENT AND ITS BACKGROUND 

Herodotus tells us that when the Egyptian king Psammetichus 
(664-610 BCE) wished to determine the world's original people he 
raised two young children in isolation in order to see which language 
they would first use. A herdsman cared for them, feeding the 
children on goats' milk. After two years the children came up with 
the word 'bekos', the Phrygian word for bread, thus establishing for 
the king that Phrygian was humankind's oldest language (Hdt. 2. 2). 
This trial by Psammetichus is the most famous and influentiallin­
guistic experiment of antiquity, perhaps the most famous linguistic 
experiment of all, for Herodotus' story has had a long and varied 
nachleben over the centuries. I 

We do not know what facts, if any, lie behind this tale of the 
Egyptian's experiment. It does not really matter, for our purposes, 
if the trial or its results are genuine. What is important is Herodotus' 

I In his magisterial survey of views on the origin and diffusion of language in a 
variety of cultures and ages, Borst (1957-63) inc1udes numerous descriptions of the 
~eactions by different thinkers to Psammetichus' experiment. The references found 
10 Borst J963. iv. 1942 n. 191 (Ursprachen-Experimente an Kleinkindern) and those 
lilted in his index under 'Psammetich I' present a good sample of the citation of 
Pl&mmetichus' experiment by thinkers in the ancient world l\liddle Ages, 
Renai ... nce, Enlightenment, and later. ' 
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acceptance of the test as .real: he describes the experiment as an 
actual, scientific tnal whIch took place and he seems to find the 
result credible. As a supposedly true account, the various elements 
of the story-the king's means of experimentation, his assumptions, 
and reasoning-are meant to make sense to Herodotus' Greek read­
ers. And not only to Greek readers: for many centuries, from the 
ancient world onwards, various thinkers did take Psammetichus' 
trial to be a real experiment. Viewed in this light, Herodotus' tale is 
a useful source for Greek-and others'-ideas on the beginnings of 
language. 

If we follow, then, in the footsteps of Rousseau, setting the facts 
aside, and taking Psammetichus' experiment on its own terms, as a 
real trial, we can learn a great deal about approaches to the begin­
nings of speech. 2 Hindsight shows that Psammetichus' experiment 
contains the seeds or bare bones of many of the hypotheses relating 
to the origin of language which will engage much later thinkers. 
Indeed, the king's experiment was used by a whole series of scholars 
over many centuries to answer or elucidate a range of questions 
related to the origin and acquisition of language. Different 
approaches to the trial have produced, time and again, fresh angles 
and outlooks. Variations on Psammetichus' test were actually per­
formed by several monarchs and the trial also served---«nd still 
serves-as the basis for a whole procession of thought experiments. 
In this fashion, Psammetichus' children have produced a great 
many descendants. 

The solution proposed by Psammetichus to the question of the 
world's first language would not satisfy anyone today, but his inter­
est in the earliest form of speech is certainly valid. We must not 
forget that we are no more capable of identifying humankind's first 
tongue than the king was. It is true that Psammetichus was inter­
ested in determining which of the world's existing languages could 
be considered the oldest, and he clearly did not allow for the possi­
bility that the very first language no longer existed or had been 
radically transformed o\'er the course oftime. Modem researchers 
who are interested in establishing the earliest form of speech 
hardly expect that this \Vi 11 be a contemporary language. Yet these 

1 See Schreyer 1984 for an lllum;natingdiscussion of the rationalebeh~nd ~3-<:cDJ. 
'conjectural' or 'philosophical' (i.e. fictional) histories, such as R~U s ~ 
which describe the origin of mankind and of tangulIg<'. The p/Iraoe th~ or 
conjectural history' was, in fan. first used in relation roan essay by Adam Gal 

the origln of langua~t'; see Bryce 1983. introd. 2. and see below. Sect. J. 

I 
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earchers would not reject every facet of Psammetichus' experi_ 
res k. , 
ment and they share at least some of the mg s notions about 
language and its beginnings. It is quite illuminating to compare 
the Egyptian's approach with modern methods and hypotheses. 
In the following pages, then, I shall be moving back and forth 
from several perspectives-in particular those of ancient Greeks, 
Enlightenment thinkers, and modern researchers-in an attempt to 
appreciate the rich legacy of Psammetichus' experiment. I shall 
often approach the experiment as if it were an authentic trial with 
real results in order to tease out all the implications of the tale. 

Herodotus' Account 

Let US begin with a closer look at Herodotus' account of the experi­
ment, before turning to later reactions, analyses, and variations. 

Herodotus' text (z. z) reads as follows. 

0; l)€ AlymrTtot) 7Tplv f'o, .ry 'PafLfL~nxov atPEwV fjucnAevaaL, Ev6J..L'~ov €WVTOVS 

1TpW-rOV~ 'YEV€a8m 1TaVTWV aviJpOJ1TWV. 'E7TEt3Tj DE 'PafLfLTJ'Ttxor; j3aaLAevaas ~()'A:'1aE 
elo6ut OrTtVE~ YEvoluTO 1TpWTOI., a:iTO TOVTOV V0fta;ovat tPpvyas 7Tp07tpOVS 

yoiafJat €WVTWV, TWV SE aAAwv EWUTOVS. ljIafLfL~TtXos Se cVs aUK EOVVUTO 
1TIIlIOUVO}LHO) 7TOpOV ovo€va Tothov aVEvpeiv or YEvoluTO 1TPWTO~ avOpclmwv, 
€1T'TExvaTaL TOH~VSE. IIatMa ovo vEoyva av8po.mwv TWV E1Tt'TVXOVTWV Otool: 1TOLfLEvt 

rp',pew ES Ta 1TO'fLvta TpOcPf]V TLva TO'~VOEJ €VTELAaIJ.EVOS p':YJo€va aVT{OV mhwv 
p.1JOEfL{av cPWlY1]V UVaL. EV (rrEYTI OE lp~f-LTI €7r' EWV'TWV KEia8m uvni Kui 'T~V WP1]V 
l1TaytVeEW (Jq,t atyuS', 1TA1]aUV'TU Of 'TOV yaAUK'ToS" 'TaAAu Sla1Tp~aa€(J(Jat. Tav'Tu 3f 
€'II'O{E£ iE Kat EVE'TtAAETO [0] 'l'up.p.1]nxoS" fJiAWJI aKOV(JaL TWJI 1TUtOtWV, 

ci.".aAAaxlUvTwlI nOli da1jjLWII KlIv'1JfLa:rwv, 1jvnvu rPWV~v p~gOV(JL 1TpW'T1]V. TO. 7rEp 

~v ;cat EyEV~'TO. !IS" yap, O!'TJS" XPO,Jlo<; EY~YO~EE :CtUTU T~ 1TO!I-'-EIIl 1Tp1iaaoll,T~: 
~JlO,LYOVTL, i;V (JvP7J~ KCl: EaLOv~L T,a ,,:at(h~ aILrOT:pa ~pOa7n71':o~Ta f3:KO~ 
EcfowvEov opEyoV'Ta TU<; XELpaS. Ta f-L£V o'fJ 1TPWTU aKovaus Tj(JUX0S" 7]V 0 7rOLfL7JV' wS' 

ot.1To.ua~tS ~~''TWVit ~al. E7r~J.4EAOJLE~tp 7TOAA~V ~: TOVT,O T? E~OS", O~'TW ?TJ (J'rJp.~va~ 
T<r ?E~O'T?111Ya~E 'Ta 7r~Liha ~EAEuaa~Tos ES" ,ot/Jw, T'fJV £~~tvov; ~Kovoas 0,£ Kat 
Cltn'OS ? 1J'aJ.lp.~Tt~oS" E'rrtJVfJ~vEiO O'T~VES" av8~w7r>lWV fJEK~s" it Ka~EovaLJ 
7Tv:IJ,avofLEVoS", 8E ~VPtaKE (/Jpuy~S' Ka"EO~Tas 'TOll \ ap'TO~. OUTW avv:xwP1Joav 
A'YV7TitOL Kat TOLOVTlp aiu(Jp.waa/L€VOl1TfY1lY/-lun TOUS C/JpvyuS" 1TpEa~VTEpoUS £tVUL 

EWUTWV. "tQo£ /LEV YEVEofJat TWV lpiwv TOV llcPa{OTOV [TaU] EV Mip.qn ~KOVOV' 
'E'\'\"1VES" Of "Eyovm aA-Aa TE p.Q.ima 1ToAAa KUI. w<; YVVUtKWV Ta) yAW(Jaas 0 
tpo.p.p.frnxos EKTUI-'WV T~V O{atTaV OVTW!I E'TI'Ot~(JaTO 'TWV 1Ta,l}{wv 'TI'apa TUVT?10L 

;VOt YVVUt~{, Ku;a Jl-EV 01] T~II ;por$~v TWV 'TI'aLO{wv Toaau7a EA€yov, 

The Egyptians, before Psammetichus became their king, thought that they 
were the oldest of mankind. But Psammetichus when he hecame king, 
wanted to know which were the oldest, and from that time the Egyptians 
consider that the Phrygians are older than themselves, but that they, the 
Egyptians are older than anyone else. For Psammetichus, when he could 
not in any way discover by inquiry which were the first people, devised the 
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following plan. He took two newborn children of just di 
gave them to a shepherd to bring up among his flocks Torh nary people and 

. b h· h k . e manner ofthe .. 
upbringmg w~s to e t I~: t e Ing charged that no one of those who came 
face to face with the children should utter a word and that the children 
should be kept In a lonely dwelhng by themselves. At a suitable time the 
shepherd was to bnng the goats to the~, give them their fill of milk, and 
take care of any other matters. Psammetlchus did this and gave these orders 
because he wished to hear from those children, as SOon as they were done 
with meanmgless nOises, which language they would speak first. This 
indeed was what happe,:,ed. For when two years had gone by, as the shep: 
herd was performing hiS tasks, he opened the door and went in and the 
children fell before him and reach~d out their hands, calling out 'bekos'. At 
first, when the shepherd heard thiS, he remained silent about it. But as he 
came often and paid attentIOn, thiS word was frequently spoken by them. So 
he sigmfied thiS to hiS master and at .hls command brought the children to 
his pr~sence. When Psa~n;etlchu." himself had heard, he inquired which of 
mankmd called something bekos . On inqUIry he found that the Phrygi 
called bread 'bekos'. So the Egyptians conceded and, making this t;'" 
measure, judged that the Phrygians were older than themselves. I heard r: 
story from the pnests ofHephaestus in Memphis. The Greeks tell, among 
many other foohsh stones, one to the effect that Psammetichus had the 
tongues of certain women cut out and made the children live with these 
women. This is what they said about the rearing of the children. (David 
Grene translation, slightly adapted.) 

What is the provenance of this tale? Herodotus mentions priests 
in Memphis as his source for the trial and its surprising results, but 
it is unlikely that the story is Egyptian in origin. The greatest 
difficulty in assigning an Egyptian provenance is that bekos sounds 
too much like an Egyptian word. Psammetichus surely would have 
noticed this resemblance to Egyptian and used it to prove the 
primacy of his own language and people.' Commentators also note 
that the tale includes many Greek-more specifically, Ionian­
elements, most notably the scientific approach used to tackle the 
problem" Several scholars suggest that Herodotus' account was 
written in the wake of his predecessor Hecataeus, who perhaps pre­
sented the 'foolish',' that is, tongue less women version of the trial. 
Herodotus' rejection of this alternate version seems intended to 

, Lloyd 1976, 10 <ad Hdt. 4. 4) refers to one of the Egyptian names for Etm><, 
Baht, and the Egyptian word for bread, pa-aka; see too How and Wells I'PS, ~ Is' 
(ad 2. 2. s)and see Salmon 1956.323. Behos is in fsetlhe Phryg;an word for ....... 
see Hipponax fr. 125 "'est, Herodotus mentions an Ea'yprian word for hreIMi. 
<.AA~I1T"<2. 77. 4). 

• For the Ionian elements s .... L10yd 1976. Q-I 1 (ad Hdt. a. a) ond d\ef>u1iMor"­
erenees in Vannic<lli 1<197. '03""4 with nn. 7 and 12. Dorst lot57. i. ~ ........ -
the Egyptian origlns of the experiment, 
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make the herdsman version appear all the more credible: the experi_ 
ment and its results are plausible.' 

A whole series of assumptions underlie Psammetichus' experi_ 
ment.· The Egyptian king assumes that there was a nation which 
pre-dated others, a group of first people. These people spoke an 
original tongue, a first language which preceded others. This first 
language was unique, the sole original tongue. It has not changed 
over time and is still in use. The king does not conceive of an oldest 
people without any language nor does he expect that the two isolated 
children will remain without speech. Psammetichus believes that 
language is innate in humans. 7 Perhaps language is innate because it 
is granted by the gods, but this is not expressly stated by Herodotus. 
When other influences are removed, this innate, possibly divinely 
given, original tongue is the 'default' language available to humans.' 
Thus Psammetichus assumes that the two children, when left to 
their own devices, will acquire the language of the world's first 
people. While Psammetichus does not expect this first civilization to 
be primitive-for he thinks that this earliest society is his own 
Egyptian one-he nonetheless places the children in a situation sim­
ilar to that ofa rudimentary and undeveloped society, allotting them 
simple shelter, a plain diet, restricted society, and speechlessness. 
The king does not anticipate that the two infants will speak this first 
language from the moment of birth. He assumes that they will 
follow the usual development of language in babies: meaningless 
sounds, which are then followed by articulate speech, in this case, in 
the world's first language. Finally, Psammetichus supposes that the 
first language must be a verbal one, and the use of a single word of 
speech suffices to indicate the acquisition of this tongue. 

• See L10yd 1976, !hj(ad Hdt. 2. 2) on Hecataeus; compare Muller 1997, 211-13. 
Salmon (1956) thinks that the story was invented by a Greek in order to mock 
Psammetichus. Even if this is tTue, Herodotus was duped by his source, for there is 
no indication that the historian finds Psammetichus ridiculous here. At the same 
time, elsewhere in the History Herodotus continues to refer to the Egyptians as the 
oldest people (e.g. 2. 15). while treating the Phrygians as younger (7. 73}-see 
F rOldefond 1971, I.p. 

(0 See t~e discussions in Borst 1957. i. 39-40; Benardete 1969, 32-5; Lloyd 1976, 
5-6; Harnson 1998, text near nn. 131-4. 

, Robinson (1979. 217; ad D~'ssoi Logoi 6. 12) calls the experiment 'the- clearest 
extant e~ample of an "innateness" theory of this sort'. 

• While Benardete (.969, 34) hag suggested that this original language was 
thou.ht to be an Adamic one of divine, natura) names for thinRs. this is not immedi­
ately appa-rent from Herodotul' text. The phrase 'default setting' is that of Harrison 
1998, t~xt near nn. r 32-3. 
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Psammetichus and Modern Linguists 

Which of Psammetichus' ideas about language might a modem-day 
scholar share? Many modern thinkers would agree with th 
Egyptian king that there was one original language, a proto~ 
language, for it is often assumed that human speech evolved I 

. d 9 N ony 
once and was never remvente. owadays, however, it is generally 
thought that the world's first language came out of Africa not 
Phrygia. 1o Present-day linguists share Psammetichus' desi;e to 
learn something about the original tongue of mankind, but often 
their approach to the questi~n is to work backwards, reconstructing 
pro to languages on the baSIS of comparative historical material. 
(Psammetichus and the Greeks had no concept of genetically related 
languages and did not really recognize the different historical stages 
of a given language.)" Modern linguists attempt to reconstruct 
a super ancestor of languages, a language termed by scholars 
Nostratic, which unites several phyla or families of language fami­
lies: Indo-European, Uralic, Dravidian, Afro-Asian, etc. Nostratic 
is based on a careful comparison across linguistic groups. Some 
researchers go even further back in time, and attempt to trace Proto­
Nostratic, an ancestral protolanguage. 12 Both Ancient Egyptian and 
Phrygian, incidentally, belong to the Nostratic superphylum." 
Modern scholars, unlike Psammetichus, do not expect the world's 
first language to be one that is still spoken today, a language which 
will then point to the world's oldest people. At the same time, some 
modern researchers do attempt to study the links between early 
peoples and protolanguages. Scientists have constructed a genetic 
family tree of humankind, in which humans are grouped according 
to the similarity of their DNA. These groupings of humans based OIl 

genetic studies correspond fairly closely to the proposed groupings 

, See e.g. Burkert 1996, 18: • Language is linked to an uninterrup~ chain of his­
torical tradition; it has never--1n tens of thousands of years--been re1nvented: Sce 
too Danesi '993.20-'; Aitchison 1996, 169: Pinker 1994. 259 etc. There is obo. 
whole series of polygenetic hypothese ........ ee Lyons 1988, 141-a; AanIeft 1 •• 1r>; 
&0 '995, "4: Crystal 1997, 293. 

10 See e.g. Leakey 1994. 86-qo; Aitchison 1996, 55-63· 
" See e.g. Harrison 1998. section 4 ('The imagined relationship ~ G...t 

and foreign lan!(ua~e"). 
n See Danesi 1993. 20-1; Aitchison 1996, 168-9; Pinker(l_ .51 .... )-.. 

these hypothetical original languages are spe<:ulati"e and controwniM.. . 
" Egyptian belongs to the Afro.Asian phylum (= Southern NNaIIIic) ... 

Phrygian b"longs to the Indo-European phylu';" (= Nor1hem Nootntit:). 
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of languages (and superlanguages) when arranged according to a 
family tree of reconstructed similarities: the branches of the hypo_ 
thetical linguistic tree seem to match the major racial divisions of 
mankind. This is not to say of course that genes have any intrinsic 
connection with specific languages. or that a child's genes will deter_ 
mine the language she will speak. We shall see that this view was 
already elegantly refuted in classical Greece. The correspondence 
between the genetic tree and the language tree simply points to the 
fact that 'when people migrate, they take both their genes and their 
language with them'. This modern matching of genetic stocks with 
linguistic families is controversial and far from certain." 

Psammetichus has no doubt that the children in his experiment 
will speak a language: he sees language, a specific language, as innate 
in human beings. While no modern scholar would accept the idea of 
a particular language being present in human beings from the out­
set, most would grant that some sort of readiness for language is 
innate in humans. The existence of a language gene or language 
instinct is a highly moot issue nowadays. Some researchers argue for 
an innate human language organ enabling the acquisition of 
language, while others contend that children are able to acquire 
language as quickly as they do because a universal grammar, rules 
which underlie all the (syntactical) instances of specific human lan­
guages, is part of the 'hardware' of the human brain. Other thinkers 
stress the part played by individual intellectual achievement, a 
method of trial and error, in acquiring language. In short, there is 
today a wide spectrum of views on the innateness of language, rang­
ing, on the one hand, from speech being almost entirely the product 
of culture to the opposite view, that language is almost entirely a 
biological capacity. Most modern-day researchers would grant at 
least some weight to the biological view. " 

14 The quotation is from Altmann 1997,228. See Cavalli-Sforza 2000, esp. ch. 5i 
compare Pinker 1994, 258; Aitchison 1996, 169. 

l' Pinker (1994) is perhaps the strongest advocate of a langua~c instincti Chomsky 
(e.g. 1.96~) argues for a universal grammar; Sampson 1997 is a vociferous opponent 
?f their Views. For rhe middle ground, see e.g. Aitchison 1996, 37: human language 
111 an .example 'o~ innately guided behaviour, in which the outline framework and 
leammg mechaOlsms are provided by nature, and the details filled in by experience', 
She.contlnues (46): 'Ian~age can be separated from general intelligence ... language 
ha lte awn speCialized Circuit within the mind/brain'. 

I. The Experiment and its Background 

Ontogeny and Phylogeny 

A further assumption held by Psammetichus is that the develop_ 
ment of language in isolated children is analogous to its original 
development in humankind. The king expects that the two children 
will retrace the path taken by people of old, speaking their language. 
The idea that childhood recaptures the childhood of man or in the 
notable phrase of Darwin's supporter, Haeckel, that 'ontogeny 
recapitulates phylogeny' is not one that modern investigators into 
the origin of language would reject out of hand.'· There is of course 
a difference between Psammetichus' approach and that of modem 
researchers. If the king expects the children simply to speak the 
first language of long ago, modern thinkers use children to learn 
the stages of earliest speech, the process by which language first 
emerged. Physically, the position of an infant's larynx is like that of 
chimpanzees and the larynx descends to its mature, lower location 
only after a child is several months old, reflecting the evolutionary 
transition. More interesting for our purposes is the fact that young 
children make sounds-to get attention, to request something, to 

describe a situation-before they actually understand the concept of 
assigning a name to an object. In parallel fashion, modern 
researchers argue, early man may have used a variety of sounds-­
lip-smacking, imitations of natural sounds, grunts while heaving an 
object-and formed several proto-words, without actually narning 
things. Once children appreciate the power of naming, this can lead 
to a great spurt of word acquisition, a desire to keep learning words 
and naming things. Similarly, perhaps, the understanding of the 
naming process by early humans and the development of a reper­
toire of different sounds was a further stage in their development, 
leading to actual, full-fledged language. Children do teach us some­
thing about the beginnings of language and we shall see that modem 
linguists find it tempting-and potentially illuminatin~ use 
children to learn more about the origin of speech, Just as 
Psammetichus does. They refrain from such 'impossible, unnatural 
and illegal' experiment~," for ethical and. at times, practicU 

" The following i. based on Aitchison 1996.93-104. who has. ~ 
of how the rule 'ontogeny r~capitulates phylogeny' ~d does . .::: __ 
the acquisition of languaJle. Set" too Bornstein 1996. esp, 151; Danesi 1993. aa; 
Stokoe and Marschark "N\), 10\) (Quoted below~ n. +0). . • . .... 

" Thus Max Muller (in Hams 1996.9) descnbes Psammerichus .....­
later re .. enactments of the trial. 
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3. Psammetichus' Children 

reasons, but not because Psammetichus' idea of using young 
children is senseless. Finally, Psammetichus' assumption that the 
first language used by humans would be one of words is not a 
hypothesis that all modern scholars would accept. We shall see that 
some thinkers today believe in a language of gestures as the first lan­
guage, rather than a verbal tongue. In classical Greek, the very 
words used for language-terms such as AOYOS", q,W"~, or yAwaua­
indicate that language is thought to be synonymous with speech." 

Psammetichus' Scientific Inclinations 

Psammetichus' curiosity and scientific inclinations appear else­
where in Herodotus' History, for we see him performing a second 
experiment. Psammetichus attempts to sound the depths of the 
springs of the Nile, using a rope thousands of fathoms long: once 
again he executes an open-ended trial whose outcome is not imme­
diately apparent. The king's sounding line does not reach bottom, 
leading him to conclude that the springs are bottomless. Herodotus 
find the results of Psammetichus' second experiment unconvincing 
and he doubts that the trial actually took place (2.28).19 (It is worth 
noting again that Herodotus expresses no such reservations about 
the linguistic experiment.) Later writers will embroider this picture 
of an experimenting king. Clearchus of Soli, a Peripatetic, amusing­
ly combines elements of both of Psammetichus' experiments: the 
king, we are told feeds young children only fish from birth in order 
to discover the sources of the Nile. Other children are trained to go 
without drink in order to explore the sands of Libya. In this 
Peripatetic account, the Egyptian king is once again cruel and curi­
ous, depriving children of a normal upbringing in order to discover 
(geographical) facts. '0 

Herodotus also provides us with further evidence for 
Psammetichus' interest in the language youngsters speak. The king, 
he recounts, dispatches Egyptian children to his Ionian and Carian 
mercenaries in order to have them learn Greek. These bilingual 

11 Robinson 1955.221-3 (= 1969. 100-3) discusses the Greek words used for 'lan .. 
guage' . See too below ~ Sect. 5. I . 

I· Herod.o~us uses what seems to be a technical word for experiment, 3ul1tftp<l 
when deScrIbing both ofPsammetichu.' trials (2 .• 8. 4; 2. [5.2); see Christ [994, [7" 
and 18a-3 With n. 40. Benardete 1969.41, interprets both experiments as an attempt 
to ,0 hick to beginninRs. 

. ,. ClearchuB of Soli fr. 98 Wehrli = Athen. 8. 34S0. It s.ems clearthat the "ara .. of 
ha text Ihould be taken as children, not slaveR. 
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children are the origin of the Egyptian class of translators (2. 154. z; 
see 2. 164)· Her~ to~ the king elects to send young children away 
from home for hngUlstlc purposes-m this case, perhaps, because 
he realizes that children are better at learning second languages than 
adults. These children-turned-interpreters are lucky to survive the 
results of their tutelage so weIl, for Herodotus brings three other 
instances of children learning a second language and in all three 
cases the children pay dearly for their knowledge of another cul­
ture." Here, as in our experiment, Psammetichus' cavalier treat­
ment of children does not seem to harm them. The king's desire 
to have Egyptian youngsters learn Greek is surprising for the 
Egyptians, Herodotus tells us, were unwilling to adopt foreign cus­
toms, Greek or otherwise (2. 91. I). They also took great pride in 
their language. Just as the Greeks look down on those who speak a 
foreign tongue, terming the speakers of an incomprehensible lan­
guage barbaroi, the Egyptians caIl all those who do not speak their 
language barbaroi ({Jap{JapovS" Ili 1TaV1"aS" oi Alyv1T'Ttot KaAEOV'" ToVs ,..., 
a~{ut o!-'oYAwuaovS" 2. 158. 5). In the Egyptian scheme of things, the 
Greeks, then, are barbaroi (that is, speakers of an unknown lan­
guage) and-in consequence-are thought to be less civilized. The 
Greek mercenaries from Ionia who will teach the Egyptian children 
Greek, said to be the very first foreigners who settled in Egypt, are 
described by Herodotus from this Egyptian perspective and called 
d).MyAwaaOt, speakers of another (i.e. non-Egyptian) language (2. 
154.4)." When Psammetichus sends children to learn from the 
alloglossoi it may be in the wake of the chastening results of his 
experiment: perhaps he can no longer believe in the superiority of 
the Egyptian language. 

Scientific Controls and Isolation 

Let us return to Psammetichus' linguistic trial. Given the king's 
background assumptions, the experiment is carefuIly planned and 
executed. He even uses several controls. Psammetichus takes newly 

" The Scythian kin~ Sf)'les who is taught Greek langusge and 1_", by his 
mother (4. 78) is put to death because of his attachment to Greek ..... ys;. the ~­
Pe1asgian children tau/il:ht the Anic tongue and Athenian way"s b~' their aptt'l't 
Athenian mothers (6. [~R) areexft'uted for thinkinj(them .. lves supenor: andalllecle 
youngster tutored in ~rchery and the Scythian language by Sc~ian hWlten as 
served up as a dish to the l\Ird. kinR Cyaxa .... s ([. 73)· See too H........,.. I~ 
nearn. 22. who notes that the adult Amazons describ€-d b-y Herodotus find It 

tol •• rn Scythian (Bdt. 4. 117): see below, S<-ct. 5·3· ....-..-. bY 
12 The word d.'\oy'\oaos- is found in an early 6th-C'ffllt. IftSC1'1PCIOIl • 
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born children, presumably in order to ensure that they will still be 
without speech of any kind. We don't know their sex-later versions 
often ensure that there will be a boy and a girl"-and they seem to 
have been chosen at random, from families who are not distin_ 
guished in any particular way (avOpw1TwV ndV €7T<Tvx6vTWV). Perhaps 
only ordinary people could be compelled by the king to hand over 
their children for experimental purposes, but the infants' very 
ordinariness and randomness make for a more objective result. The 
children have no particular characteristics-genetic or otherwise­
which would affect the outcome of the experiment, their acquisition 
of a language. Another necessary and obvious precaution is that no 
one is to utter anything in the children's presence. Here the mean­
ing of the term "'wv~ in Herodotus' description of Psammetichus' 
command £V'rlr.Aap.evos fLTJ8€va aVTtov aVTwv fL ."SEfl-Lav cpwv~v UvaL is 
crucial: did Psammetichus order the shepherd to prevent the mak­
ing of any sound in the presence of the children or did he forbid the 
speaking of words? Does "'w~ indicate articulate language or sound? 
Elsewhere in the History, Herodotus uses the word "'wv~ to refer to 
articulate speech, a cry or voice, language, and the cry of animals." 
Further along in our passage "'wv~ clearly means language, for we 
are told that the king wishes to know which language the children 
will first speak ~v'Ttva "'wv~v p~gova, 1TPWT'1)V (2. 2. 3) and this is 
glossed several chapters later as Ttvu yAwaaav 1TPWT'1)V a1T~aova, (2. 1 S. 
2). It seems that in the king's directive "'wv~ means articulate lan­
guage rather than sound: we can assume that the herdsman himself 
was silent in the presence of these children, but the goats were not. 
H the children did hear the goats, then it is likely that it is the ani­
mals' bleating which inspired the children's 'word' bekos, not their 
acquaintance with the Phrygian word for 'bread'. Ancient commen­
tators already voiced this suspicion, which frequently arises in dis­
cussions of the experiment." Indeed, in classical Greek sources, the 

G~eek settlers in Egypt-see Meiggs and Lewis 1969, 12-13 (no. 7(a), line 4), and 
Levy 1992, 201 n. 35. 

H See ~a]mon 1956,321-2 n. 3, who points out that the neuter form 'Ta 1Talata. is 
used consistently to describe the children. 
. 1+ See P?weIl1966, 377 s.v. </lwv-r,. Translators often translate rpWY~ here as 'word' 
I'~'"no D,ne IS to utter a word in front of the children. Compare Herodotus' use of TOVT~ 
"'0 l~"'O~ 10 our, passage, when referring to ht-hos as an actual word. 
and :o~ ~ncl~lnt~~mments see Suda f3 ~~9 s.v. {JEKEUEIt1J"'E; I Tzetz. Ar. NrJb. 398a 

• . po. od. 4· 257-262C. Fehhng (1989, 141) suggests that Hdt. him.elf 
;~::;t8 hiS re~def8 ~o dr,3w this conclu8ion. A wide range of later thinkers also claim 

he ""at. bl.atlng hes behind the children's opeech-see Launay 1980, esp. 405 

I. The Experiment and itl Background 
79 

sounds made by young children are sometimes compa ._..1 . "'-_ 

f h 2. r.,.. to < .. " 
bleating 0 seep or goats. 

Isolation/rom Society 

The children are to be raised in a solitary hut by themselves (' lnJ 
oe f~JkTl E1T' EWUTWV K"a9a, aUT«). The hut is at least mi::a11y 
sophisticated, a structure constructed by men, for it has a door 
which the shepherd o~ens .. In later variations on Psammetichus' 
experiment-real and Imagtn~ry-the children will live on a desert 
island, in a forest, etc., often Without any real shelter. Psammetichus 
isolates the two linfants in this hut and such isolation prevents them, 
of course, from earnmg the local language from their surroundi 
But th~ isolation is .not just ~ separation from local sounds; it is a:~ 
chologlcal and social IsolatIOn as well. We are told very little of how 
the goatherd took care of the children other than giving them milk. 
Did he bathe or clothe them, hug or play with them? Since the shep­
herd was instructed to raise the infants in a hut, but among his flocks 
(Tp.<t> ... ES Ta 7TO{/LV,a), we should probably understand that he 
treated them much as he treated his sheep. In a similar, much later 
trial conducted by Frederick 11 of Hohenstaufen (1194-125°), aimed 
at discovering which language isolated children would speak, foster 
mothers and nurses fed and bathed several peasant infants without 
speaking to them. The youngsters die, in the words of a contem­
porary chronicle, because 'the children could not live without c1ap­
pings of the hands and gestures and gladness of countenance and 
blandishments' .27 While attested cases of feral children demonstrate 
that youngsters can survive without love or language, this account of 
Frederick's experiment is a particularly vivid reminder of the social 
and emotional factors which are a part of the learning of language.2I 

and 412; Katz 1981,134-5; Genette [995, 123 and 367n. 30. While it is clear how the 
animals' bleating could give rise to the first syllable 'be' ofbekos--thesecond. ~kos·, is 
less easily explained-see e.g. Launay 1980,405. In some ancient accounts (e.g. X 
Tzetz. Ar. Nub. 398a) the children are said to produce the 'word' /lE. in the wake 01 
the goats-~EK yap 4>(l(Jt Kat .,.0. 1TpO~aTa. 

" SeeAr. Wasps 569-72; Aes. Sept. 348 (with E); Eupolisfr. [12 K-A., where_ 
word. for animal bleating-tlA~x';ol'a, and IlA~X""""re used of yuung childrm; -
Pollux 5. 88. See furth,'r Golden lQQ4. esp. 37.,-83, who<ollectschar~risoIiomol 
infants' and children'~ speech in Greek sources. 

17 The contemporary source on Frederick is the chronicle of a Francisan friM'~ 
Brother Salimbene (122.-87)--see Holder-Eger (1905-[3), 350 _ ..... ~ 
POSsentsineapiarull et gestu et IttltiaftJcierdblattditiis~,.....,...nc-.~ 

" For children of the wild see below, Sect. 3· 
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Modern scholars stress that emotional relationships are a signi. 
ficant factor in a child's acquisition of language. Human speech has 
been described as 'vocal grooming', a replacement for the social 
interaction in which animals engage when they groom one another. 
The attachment between parents and their children and the com. 
munication between them are closely related: each encourages and 
feeds upon the other. Many-but certainly not all-adults use a 
special form of language, termed 'motherese' to communicate with 
their young. Linguists note that 'motherese' has specific qualities 
which facilitate the learning of speech. These qualities include 
varied and exaggerated intonations, simple and slow utterances, and 
special expressive sounds. For a child raised in a loving family 'the 
word simultaneously emerges as the basis of the child's communi· 
cation, the material of her social life and the organising principle of 
her thinking'. 29 The shepherd who cares for the children in 
Psamrnetichus' experiment is silent and presumably unaffectionate 
so that the youngsters are deprived of a great deal more than the 
sound of speech. Variant versions of the experiment where tongue­
less or silent mothers are said to care for their children provide a 
better means of encouraging the children to learn to speak.'o Such 
mothers, we may imagine, would live with their children rather than 
appearing several times a day just to feed them as the shepherd does, 
and they surely would find some silent means to express their 
affection for their young. 

Silence is a more crucial factor in Psammetichus' experiment 
than solitude, for the shepherd who cares for the children is a regu­
lar visitor. He functions as a third party, a representative of the out­
side world." The shepherd's presence is critical in guaranteeing 
that the infants stay alive: we shall see that later thinkers will be crit­
icized for not making provisions for the survival of the children 
whom they isolate in thought. A male herdsman-unlike the 

l' Beaken 1996, 19; see too Aitchison 1996,66-7; Crystal 1997.237.241; Sampson 
1997. 88-<); Bornstein 1996. 15<)-6 f. Compare also Malson 1972. 51 and 56-7. 

" Tongueless mothers: E vet. Ar. Nub. 398d. Silent mother(s): E ree. Ar. Nub. 
3980; ETzo ... Ar. Nub. 398a; EThomas-Triclinius Ar. Nub. 39Rb. Compare too the 
'foolish' Greek account of tongueless women mentioned by Hdt. Golden 1995 is a 
study of instances of ancient Greek 'motherese' and baby talk. 

JI See Launay (J980, 4°4), who sees the shepherd as a kind of royal delegate. In the 
variant ancient versions of the experiment where wet-nurses or mothers care for the 
children the kinM sends a special emissary to pay a visit and silently check whether the 
chi.ldren have learned to speak. See Suda {12.29 s.v. PEKfUf>'lIVf (and E vet. Ar. Nub. 
)9lb)--note u,w'"11 Tfap(A6(il'; see too E vet. Ar, Nllb. 398d. 
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tongueless women, presum~bly wet-nurses, whom Herodotua 
mentions 10 the alte~nate versIOn at the end of our passage--cannot 
of course feed the chIldren by hImself and this explains the presence 
of the goats. We are speCIfically told that the goats are brought into 
the children's hut (braywEELV "<In atyas), rather than for exam I 

'lk' h' ,p~ the shepherd ml. 109 t e.m outSIde and bringing in the drink." In 
several later ancIent versIOns of the trial the goats are said to have 
actually suckled t?e chIldren, strengthening the suspicion that the 
bleating of goats IS the source of 'bekos'. The combination of iso­
lated children, herdsman, and nurturing goats reminds us of various 
ancient tales of foundlings, most notably Herodotus' own story of 
Cyrus the Great. Cyrus, Herodotus tells us, was taken from his par­
ents, removed to the wilderness, and brought up by the shepherd 
Mithradates and his wife Kuno. Later it was said that he was raised 
by a bitch (Hdt. I. 122). In effect, Psammetichus is deliberatelvCTe­
ating two children of the wild by means of his experiment; we shall 
return to such feral children below. 

Interestingly, we do not find the two children in Herodotus' tale 
speaking to one another: both use their first word to address the 
herdsman. The shepherd does not eavesdrop on an exchange 
between the two, but is approached by the two children, gesturing 
and uttering the word bekos." In much later thought experiments 
influenced by Psammetichus' trial the two solitary children will stir 
one another to speech and develop a language together, Here, hav· 
ing been granted, it seems, a word of language, they turn outwards. 
If, as Psammetichus seems to think, language is truly innate and not 
dependent on external stimulation, even one child would have 
sufficed to produce a first word for communicating with the shep­
herd. Indeed in ancient variant accounts of our experiment the king 
is said to have isolated a single infant, who then addresses the king's 
representative with the word bekos on his own." If a single child is 
sufficient to establish the world's first language and people, we an 

" See L10yd 1976, 7 on cow horns which may have been used as milk bottles ill 
Egypt. 

$) This also happens in other ancient versions where the king sends an emissary .. 
observe the children silently (abow. n. 31): there too the children imJnedioeoIy 
address him, rather than ont' another. 

" Single child: C1audian. In Burropi .... 2. 25'-4: EThomas-Triclinius. N.,...... 
398b; l.'rec. Ar. Nuh . . 198f; .l.'wt. Ar. Nub. 39&· Here we can 00IIII'"ft ......... ..., 
gifted child of the wild Tar .. n who teaches himself not to spetIIt but to ...... LenI 
Gtey&lOke', son sin!l'le:h.ndedl~· m.n~ to dedpher tM ~ 1iI*~'-­
illustrated alphabet"· primer. . 
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perhaps see Psammetichus' two infants as a double confirmation, 
with his experiment producing the same result twice over-both the 
children, taken together and separately, arrive at the same first 

language. 
Here it is worth comparing an intriguing thought experiment 

found in an anonymous sophistic tract generally dated to the begin_ 
ning of the fourth century BCE, the Dissoi Logoi (6.12). The author 
argues against the idea that language is innate-Psammetichus' 
view-and suggests a trial in thought to prove his claim that speech 
is acquired from one's surroundings. If one were to send a newborn 
Greek baby to be raised in Persia and isolate him from the sounds of 
his native language, he will speak Persian, the anonymous author 
claims, while a Persian baby removed to Greece will learn to speak 
Greek. This thought experiment is an elegant armchair refutation 
of Psammetichus' actual trial. Simple reflection suffices to demon­
strate that children acquire language from those around them, and 
there is no need to tear young children away from their families and 
experiment with them for over two years. The author of the Dissoi 
Logoi could have proved his point by dispatching (in thought) only 
one child to a faraway place: the use of two hypothetical children in 
reversed situations serves as a double confirmation of his thesis." 

Psammetichus may have used two infants in order to establish the 
results of his experiment twice over, but it is likely that the children 
are somehow meant to stimulate one another to speech and commu­
nicate with one another, even if we only see them addressing the 
shepherd. Speech is a social act and Psammetichus probably used 
two children in order to create the barest minimum of a society. 
Two later actual experiments where children are isolated in order to 
investigate which language they will first speak involve an even lar­
ger number of children. Frederick II is said to have isolated several 
children, while Aqbar the Great of India (IS42-160S) reportedly 
used some twenty infants in his test.'· We find larger numbers of 
children in linguistic thought experiments as well (below, Sect. 3). 
These bigger groups of children are used-in thought experiments 
and actual trials-to create a virtual civilization or society of 

H See further Gera 2000, 22-30; Muller 1997, :uo, 
,. s.. Sul.k 1989, b47-8; Crystal 1997, '30 quotes a different account of the 

ex,.",,,,,nt. James. IV of Scotland (1473-1513), the third royal imitator of 
'_tJchue, I. s.,d to have uled only two children in hi. experiment-<Jee Crystsl 
1997, '90· 
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children. At the same time, the greater n b 3 

. . um er of sub' 
going these tnals serve to reIllforce the ex' Jects under_ 

. penmenters' fi I 
While Psammetlchus thinks that langua '. na results. 

ge IS lOnate h d 
as we have seen, expect the isolated child ' e oes not, 

. ren to produce ds 
once, as newborns. The kIllg anticipates that the ch' w~r at 
make incoherent sounds before voicing art' I Jldren WIll first 

. ICU ate words d h' 
we are told, IS exactly what happens Me . I ,an t IS, 

. anlOg ess b bbl" 
lowed by recognizable single word utter . a lOgs fol-

ances IS of COUt h 
normal sequence of events when a young ch 'Id I' se, t e 

. h" I earns to speak d 
psammetlc us IS acquaIllted with these stand d an 

. . . A' I (H' ar stages oflanguag 
acqUISItIOn. nstot e 1St. An. 4 S36bS-8) I e 

'Id ..' a so notes that wh 
young chI ren find theIr VOIces they cann t . I en 

. '0 artICU ate c1ea I b 
mumble and hsp. In the Laws (79 1"""9 ) PI r y, ut 

. - I 2a ato's Athen' 
stranger states that a chIld makes a great de If' . tan 

h . a 0 nOIse untJl the age 
of 3 for e can commUnIcate only by cries and wails. J7 The E . 
king expects even isolated children to follow th .~ttan 
'. ese stages: this tnnate 

language IS produced III the same way as any oth er tongue. 

2. FIRST WORDS AND FIRST GESTURES 

The Word Bekos 

The children's first word, bekos, is in a language unknown to the 
shepherd. It seems that he IS able to distinguish th· £ '1' fi . IS Unlamt tar rst 
word as a word-rather than Just one more bit of b bbl' b th 

b " amgye 
youngsters- ecause It IS accompanied by significant ge tu Tb 
h 'Id d . I k s res. e 

c I ren 0 not slmp y ma e the sound bekos one day; they fall upon 
the sh~pherd wh~n he opens the door and utter the word while 
stretchmg o~t theIr hands. These movements underline the fact that 
they ar~ trymg to communicate something by means of the sound 
they vOIce .. The shepherd will subsequently ensure that bekos is in 
fa~t a genume word, a deliberate pronouncement, by waiting for the 
chtldre~ to repeat the word, and they do, in fact, use the word again 
andagam. 

While gestures and word are intertwined in our account, it is use­

ful to look at the two separately for a moment, beginning with the 
y~ungsters' word, bekos. If we continue to assume that the kinc's 
tnal actually took place, it is not impossible that the two childnIl 

" See too Ari.!. Aud. 801"5 and the further ",r..rena:s ciled by G..w. 1--)77 nn.ls-6. ~ , 
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came up with the sound bekos at s?me stage.' rep~ating a familiar 
baa-ing sound. J. The sound bekos m an~ of Itself IS not an incon. 
ceivable result; it is the king's interpretatton of bekos as a meaning. 
ful word which is the most incredible part of his experiment. 
Psammetichus understands that the children are using the Phrygian 
word for bread and all three elements of his interpretation-the 
children's knowledge ofPhrygian, their mention of bread, and their 
use of a sound as a specific word or name-raise insurmountable 
difficulties. It is inconceivable that children raised in solitude would 
articulate a recognizable, known word in Phrygian or any other 
existing language. Where would the knowledge of an actual, specific 
tongue come from? Their acquaintance with the concept of bread is 
no less problematic. These isolated milk-fed children should not 
know what bread is, unless we imagine that the shepherd munched 
on a loaf of bread while attending to them. What does 'bread' mean 
to a child who-according to the conditions of the experiment-has 
never seen or eaten a loaf? Renaissance writers commenting on 
Herodotus' tale will already wonder whether it is possible to use a 
word with no knowledge of the corresponding concept underlying 
it. ,. More generally, these isolated children should be incapable of 
using words, for they do not have the primitive concepts, the bare 
cognitive tools needed in order to assign words to objects. We can­
not grant them any meaningful words, in the sense of a name for an 
object, even in a hypothetical language of their own joint inven­
tion.·· Nor can we allow that they take the further step of agreeing 
upon the representation of a concept by an arbitrary sound. 

J~ 

Nonetheless, there may be another way to interpret the result of 
the experiment, the word bekos: we can accept the outcome of the 
trial even if we reject Psammetichus' interpretation of the word. 
The two children produce their word bekos together and the com­
munication between them may have been something like the 

JI See above, n. 25. on the more problematic second element of bekos, 'kos', 
39 See Launay 1980,406, who refers to Guillaume Postel and Simon Goulard. For 

a modern scholar see e.g. Salmon 1956,325. 
.. See Stokoe and Marschark 1999. 169: 'One of the spoils of the cognitive revolu­

tion has been general acceptance of the assumption that language development onto-
100icaIJy ... is facilitated by the availability of a primitive conceptual system in which 
concepts and linguistic units are in roughly a one-to-one correspondence. In the case 
of children acquiring their first language, the situation results from the fact thatthe 
ImlUage used by adults in the environment is already keyed to dividing up the world 
in way. that mak.e cognitive and culturally/environmentally relevant sense.' No adult 
h .. divided up the world inhabited by Psammetichus' children. 

I 

2. First Words and First Gestures 
8S 

exchanges between twins.4' Twins particularly th d 
. ' OBe age around 

;z-the age at whIch Psammetichus' children are 8 'd t h . ., '. al 0 ave uttered 
thetr first word --often mdulge m phonetic pia d k . . y an spea to one 
another m a private language that is unintellig'bl th 

. h 'h'ld l'k . I e to 0 era. 
Psammetlc us c I ren, I e twms, are at the same linguistic level 
and spend even more ttn;te to~ether than do many sets of twins. The 
prtvate languages of twms WIth their idiosyncratl'c d . Soun s, gram-
mar, and vocabulary may be dIfficult to decipher b t h I . . ' u nonet e eas 
can generally be explamed m relation to the forms of h 

d h .., P h P speec used 
aroun t e paIr. er aps sammetichus' children, who were not 
exposed to any forms of speech or sounds other than the bleating of 
goa.ts, produ<:e the word be.kos to refer to the most important event in 
theIr dally itves, the arnval of their caretaker with their food 
Ancient scholiasts~a~d later thinkers who followed in their w~ 
took be~os to be an ImltatlO~ of the goats' noise, but seemed to think 
that thIS utterance was sImply a meaningless sound with th 
children speaking 'goatese'. Perhaps the children were doing m e 

. . . d ~ 
than Imltatmg a soun : their word bekos could have been an 
onomatopoetic means of referring to something associated with 
the goats, such as their milk or perhaps the goats' keeper, the 
herdsman. 

We have already noted that for children raised in normal circum­
stances, words are not the first stage of language development. 
Babies first babble nonsensical sounds and then produce meaning_ 
ful utterances, single words, which very often do not function as 
names, but are holophrases or one-word sentences. These early 
utterances by children are used in a variety of ways-as questions, 
statements, and commands-and both gesture and intonation help 
convey and distinguish the different meanings of such single words. 
It is only later that single words voiced by young children are used 
as actual words and serve as nouns, verbs, etc." Bekos could be such 

" See Crystal 1997, 290 and 249 forth is suggestion oftwin·like linguistic play Ity 
Psammetichus' childrt'n. The sugRe~tion that bekQs stems from the two childrea's 
babble was made already by Guillaume Postel in 1538-see Launay 14)80.408. 

U In some ancient accounts of the experiment the two children are oider and itst 
pronounce the word b,kos al the age of 3 or even 4: ET.el •. Ar. NIII>. 398a; s...~U9 
s.v. fJ ... "'A~v. (and E I·et. Ar. Nub. 398b); Erec. Ar. NIII>. 39&. 

., Crystal 1997. '49; see too Bickerton 1990. 191, who.rguesthal~-.i 
by twins exhibit tilt' ft'aturt's he a~siRns to protolaOjluages (Sff above. Sect. a.2). See 
•. g. Iespersen 1922, 185""7 for an instance of Danish twins who ~ ........... 
created by themoelves in isolation. an idiolt'Ct. which ~. clear tdarioa le DMiIo6>. 

.. See Aitchison 1'196, '13-1"4; Crystal 1997. a38-.t?; Al_ 1997, ... _ 
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L~' h word which is related in meaning as weJl as sound to a fJOIOp rase, a , ,. 
the bleating of goats. The children could use such a word wIthout 

h . to make use of sophisticated concepts to map out and divide avtng . 
h id around them." Movmg beyond that one word and 

up t e wor . . b . fi . I 
d I . their own IdlOlect ab ovo would e an m mte y more eve optng ." 
difficult cognitive task for the experimental chIldren, and mdeed we 
hear in Herodotus only of a single word uttered by the two. But-

. tl'ng for the moment the truth of Psammetichus' agatn accep . 
results-the two young children may h~ve come up wIth o~e 
holophrase referring to the arrival of theIr food. When. the pan 
rushed to the herdsman uttering bekos, they were slgnalhng, p~r­
haps, their recognition that food was on the way and demonstratlOg 
just how eager they were to receive th~lr mtlk. ~r they could have 
been expressing their delight at the arrival of t~elr carel~aker. Bekos 
would then mean something like the request 'mtlk, now. or ~er~aps 
an acknowledgement or recognition of sorts, 'wonderful, mtlk IS on 
the way' or 'here comes the man with the ~oats. '46 • 

We can in fact assign a variety of dIfferent meanmgs to the 
children's word in our attempt to interpret their aJleged first pro­
nouncement. We have already seen (above, Sect 2.2) that in various 
theories on the origin of language, the postulated first word of the 
primeval language is a useful pointer indicating the mo~t pressing 
concerns and orientations of the first speakers accordmg to that 
theory. Here it is worth turning briefly to four famous glottogenetic 
theories of the eighteenth century-those of Vico, Condillac, 
Rousseau, and Herder-and the various first words suggested by 
these thinkers. Each one of these four modern theories is of some 
relevance to Psammetichus' trial. Or, to put it another way, we can 
interpret bekos in four different ways, applying each one of these 
theories in turn. Vi co (1744) thinks that the first word of human 

.. , Compare the 16th-cent. thinkers Postel and Du Bartas (Launay 1980,40 7-8) 
who take bekos as an animal-like, passionate cry expressing hunger, rather than an 
articulated word. 

t6 Compare Salmon 1956, 326-,. who suggests that the children are reacting~ith 
a Pavlovian response to the shepherd's arrival at a fixed time every day (Ka& 'T~., WP"P' 
l",a'Y",J~UI u</>' alyas) with the goats. It is interesting to compare Jean Itard's report on 
the first word of the feral child under his care, Victor of Aveyron (see below, Sect. 3)· 
hard tried to teach Victor to use the word lait to express his desire for milk, but 
Victor would say lait only after he had received milk, as an exprt"ssion of joy. Itard 
term. this use of language 'merely a vocal sign of the possession of a thing', and 
ItrHlfl that thia ia not a useful means of communication. See the translation of 
hard', report (orig. pub, in 180d in Mahmn 1972, lar-2.. 

2. First Words and First Gestures I, 
beings was mimetic, an imitation of the frl'ghte . . nmg sound of 
thunder. In parallel fashIOn, bekos could mean th t th h'ld 

.. ' f'h' a eClren were Imltatmg not a ng tenmg sound but the w I . . 'e come nOIse of 
the goats, theIr source of sound and Sustenance C d'll . ". . on I ac (1746) 
imagmes a paIr of Isolated chtldren beginning to s ale h 

£ h" pe wenone 
asks the other lor elp m reachmg a desired ob;ect A I' h' 

. h ' . I '. ' . pp ymg t 18 to 
Psammetlc us tna we can Imagme the two childre t . n urnmg as one 
with the request bekos to the sh~pherd, asking for their milk. 
Rousseau (1781 ) stresses the emotIOnal impetus of speech and his 
imagina~ first speaker~ ~re move~ by feelings: one turns to the 
other Wlt~ the. request alm~z-mOl.47 According to this view the 
children, m umson, are greetmg the bekos man, calling for some sign 
of affection fro~ the ~hepherd. In the fourth theory, Herder's 
Urmensch (1772 ) IS so stIrred by the bleating and feel of a sheep that 
he is moved to nam~ it. Here we can SUppose that the pair of children 
are affected by the SIght and sound of the goats, using the word bekos 
to express th~ir recogni~ion of the creatures. A plea (Condillac), an 
onomatopoetIc word (VICO), the awareness of an animal's existence 
(Herder), or perhaps a call for affection (Rousseau): all could have a 
place in Herodotus' tale. 48 

Let us examine the significance of first words according to 
Psammetichus' interpretation of bekos. As far as Psammetichus is 
concerned, the children's first word bekos is important because it 
discloses the world's first language, Phrygian. It is not the particu­
lar word voiced by the youngsters that is important, but the lan­
guage to which that word belongs. We need not understand that 
bekos was the very first word of the Phrygian language, when the 
Phrygians were the world's first people and first speakers. Even if 
the 'original' Phrygian civilization included bread and all that it 
entails-sowing, reaping, winnowing, milling, and baleing-it is 
difficult to concei"e that bread would be the Phrygians' first word, 
that is, their greatest concern or chief preoccupation." It is the 
children who fasten upon bread as their first word, and since they 
voice the word while falling upon (or before) the shepherd and 

4' We have seen that Rousseau discusses the origin of I~ in two ...... 
works. This scenario is from the Essay on the Origill of ~ (cb. I.~"""" 
Sect. a.a. 

.. S •• Trabant • 996 for an illuminating discussion of ~ four .-.-. 
theories on the orl~in of language- and see above-. Sect. 1.1. 

.. Se. Salmon 1956. 3a5; Launoy .9110. 4o?-8. 

I 

I 
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I h a word which is related in meaning as well as sound to 
a ho op rase, h' ,. 
h bl . of goats The children could use suc a word without t e eatmg . . 

having to make use of sophisticated .concepts to map out and dIVide 

h Id around them" Movmg beyond that one word and up t e wor' . . 
d I . thel'r own idiolect ab ovo would be an mfimtely more eve opmg .. 
difficult cognitive task for the experimental children, and mdeed we 
hear in Herodotus only of a single word uttered by the two. But-

. ptl'ng for the moment the truth of Psammetichus' agam acce . 
results-the two young children may h~ve come up with o~e 
holophrase referring to the arrival of their food. ~hen. the pair 
rushed to the herdsman uttering bekos, they were slgnalhng, p~r­
haps, their recognition that food was on .the ~ay and demonstrating 
just how eager they were to receive their milk. Or they could have 
been expressing their delight at the arnval of t~elr care~,aker. Bekos 
would then mean something like the request 'milk, now. or ~erhaps 
an acknowledgement or recognition of sorts, 'wonderful, milk IS on 
the way' or 'here comes the man with the goats.'·6 . 

We can in fact assign a variety of different meanmgs to the 
children's word in our attempt to interpret their alleged first pro­
nouncement. We have already seen (above, Sect 2.2) that in various 
theories on the origin of language, the postulated first word of the 
primeval language is a useful pointer indicating the most pressing 
concerns and orientations of the first speakers accordmg to that 
theory. Here it is worth turning briefly to four famous glottogenetic 
theories of the eighteenth century-those of Vico, Condillac, 
Rousseau, and Herder-and the various first words suggested by 
these thinkers. Each one of these four modern theories is of some 
relevance to Psammetichus' trial. Or, to put it another way, we can 
interpret bekos in four different ways, applying each one of these 
theories in turn. Vico (1744) thinks that the first word of human 

n Compare the 16th-cent. thinkers Pastel and Du Bartas (Launay 1980,40 7-8) 
who take bekos as an animal~like, passionate cry expressing hunger, rather than an 
articulated word. 

46 Compare Salmon 1956,326-7. who suggests that the children are reacting with 
a Pavlovian response to the shepherd's arrival at a fixed time every day (Kai 'T~V WP'1v 
6fTaywE£UI o4n atya'» with the goats. It is interesting to compare Jean Itard's report on 
the first word ofthe feral child under his care, Victor of Aveyron (see below, Sect. 3)' 
hard tried to teach Victor to use the word {ait to express his desire for milk, but 
Victor would say {ait only after he had received milk, as an expression of joy. hard 
term. this use of language 'merely a vocal sign of the possession of a thing', and 
ItreSle. that this is not a useful means of communication. See the translation of 
hard'l report (orig. pub. in 1801) in Malson 1971., 121-2. 

2. First Words and First Gestures 
.. . ~ 

beings was mimetic, an Imitation of the fright . 
II I . elllng sound of 

thunder. In para e fashIOn, bekos could mean that th h'ld 
.. , f'h' eCI ren 

were Imltatm~ not a ng tenmg sound, but the welcome noise of 
the goats, thelf source of sound and sustenance C d'll 
.' . f' I . . . on I ac (1746) 
Imagmes a pair 0 ISO ated chtldren beginning to ak h 

f hi " spe wenone 
asks the other or e p m reachmg a desired ob)' ect A I' h' 

. h ' . I '. . pp Ylng t IS to 
Psammetlc us tna we can Imagme the two children turning as one 
with the request bekos to the shepherd asking £ h' . , lor t elf milk 
~ousseau (1781 ) stresses the emotional impetus of speech and h~ 
Imagmary first speakers are moved by feelings: one tu h 

'hh ,. rnstote 
other Wit. t e. request almez-moi'.47 According to this view the 
children, m Ulllson, are greeting the bekos man, calling for some sign 
of affection from the ~hepherd. In the fourth theory, Herder's 
Urmensch ~I772) IS S? sHttrred by the bleating and feel ofa sheep that 
he is move to name It. ere we can suppose that the pair of children 
are affected by the Sight and sound of the goats, using the word bekos 
to express th~lr recogmtlOn of the creatures. A plea (Condillac), an 
onomatopoetic word (VICO), the awareness of an animal's existence 
(Herder), or perhaps a call for affection (Rousseau): all could have a 
place in Herodotus' tale'" 

Let us examine the significance of first words according to 
Psarnmetichus' interpretation of bekos. As far as Psammetichus is 
concerned, the children's first word bekos is important because it 
discloses the world's first language, Phrygian. It is not the particu­
lar word voiced by the youngsters that is important, but the lan­
guage to which that word belongs. We need not understand that 
bekos was the very first word of the Phrygian language, when the 
Phrygians were the world's first people and first speakers. Even if 
the 'original' Phrygian civilization included bread and all that it 
entails-sowing, reaping, winnowing, milling, and baking-it is 
difficult to conceive that bread would be the Phrygians' first word, 
that is, their greatest concern or chief preoccupation'" It is the 
children who fasten upon bread as their first word, and since they 
voice the word while falling upon (or before) the shepherd IIIld 

41 We have seen that Rousseau discusses the origin of language in two ~ 
work •. This scenario is from the Essay Oft the OrigiN of ~ (ch. IO~""" 
Sect.2.2. 

.. See Trabant 1<)96 for an illuminating discussion of me... four la..-. 
theories on the origin of language and see above~ Sect. 2.2 . 

.. See Salmon 1956.325: Launay 1980, 407-8. 
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stretching out their hands, they seem .to be importuning him. ,. The 
children are rather urgently requestmg bread (whatever the diffi­
culties in understanding how they have arrived at this concept). 
Apparently their simple, raw diet of goats' milk is not sufficient and 
the two-year-olds are asking to be fed as members of a cultured civ­
ilization with cooked food." One scholar sees the request for bread 
as concomitant with the use of language: the children are signalling 
that they are older and ready for the next stage of life, speech and 
solid food. They have acquired spoken language, leaving their 
indistinct animal-like murmurings (KVV~~l-'aTa) behind, and would 
like a civilized, human diet as well. Sl In a much later execution of 
Psarnmetichus' experiment, performed by James IV of Scotland 
(1473-1513), a pair of infants are placed under the care of a mute 
woman, and provided with a great deal more than goats' milk. They 
were given, according to a later account, 'food, drink, fire and 
candle, clothes, with all other kinds of necessaries which is required 
to man or woman'. It is not clear if all these accoutrements of civil­
ization led to any acquisition of language by the children. Our 
source for James's trial states that while some people said that the 
children eventually spoke good Hebrew, he is not certain that this 
was SO.53 

The word bekos, incidentally, left its mark on much later thinkers. 
The Flemish doctor Jan Van Gorp (Goropius Becanus) (15 18-72), 
inspired by the tale of Psammetichus, gave himself the nickname 
Becanus from bekos. He believed that the world's first language was 
Flemish-the so-called Scythian hypothesis-and noted that the 
word bekos is close to the Flemish word for baker, 'becker'." 

~o The word 'trpomrt'TTTOV7'a may mean either that the children fall upon the 
shepherd-in the Evet. Ar. Nub. 398d we find the paraphrase 1TpoaE1T~811aar.--Orpos~ 
sibly that they fall before him in an attitude of supplication. Grene translates (clasped 
his knees'; see too Salmon 1956,327. 

SI Lloyd 1976, 6-7 notes that goats' milk is more common with Greeks than 
Egyptians; the 1atter probably made the milk into cheese. 

n Thus Vannicel1i [997, 205-7, The word for the children's mutterings KVVC'1p.<t 
(which is a hapax in Hdt.) is often used of animals, particularly dogs, as well as 
children. We have seen (above, Sect. 1.3) how the consumption of grain is an identi­
fying characteristic of men in Homer, with humans termed sitophagoi. 

fJ The source is Robert Lindsay of Piscottie, The Historie and rhronicles of 
Scotland (pub. orig. in 1576: edited in 1899 by J. G. Mackay). The experiment itself 
ia dated over eighty years earlier, to '493. Borst (1960, jii/I. 1010-1 I) finds this non­
contemporary chronicle scarcely credible, while Hewes (1992,6) sees the jamellV 
nperiment BB the sole possible exception to the fact that no substantial contributions 
to the i •• ue of language origin were made between 1000 and 1500 CF:. 

•• In fact, h~ck~, is related to Greek rj,Jyyw or 'r08st', while bekos is connected to the 

2. First Words and First Gestures 
. .. 

Another play on the word IS found in a laudatory . . 
k' h J:. poem Introducing 

Cave Bec s sc erne lor a UnIversal languag t be . . 
d b e 0 WFltten In 

characters an num ers, The Universal Cha~ t (6 . ac er I 57) The 
writer of thIS prefatory poem notes that the word 'b k ' .. 

. h ' h·ld .. e os VOICed by 
Psammetlc us c I ren was prophetIC, hInting at Beck's effo 
find a common speech." rts to 

There is one other instance of a speaker uttering h· fi ds . , . IS rstwor In 
Herodotus Htstory and these first words are of cru . I· . . cIa Importance 
The LydIan kmg Croesus has a mute son who breaks· t h J: • 

. In 0 speec lor 
the first tIme as a youn.g man. He speaks in a critical, life-and-death 
situation, when a PersIan soldier is about to kill his father. Croesus' 
son produces not a word but an entire sentence-Fell d k·ll 

"\ OW, onot 1 
Croesus (wvOpW'Tr£ 1-'71 KT£LV£ KpoL"ov)-and thus saves his father's 
life. ?nce he kh.as broken through the speech barrier, the young man 
contlOues tal 109 to the end of hIs days (I. 85). There is something 
extraordinary about the speech wrenched out of Croesus' mute 
son-an oracle had forewarned Croesus that his son would first 
speak on an unhappy day'·-and we should not be surprised that his 
very first pronouncement is a complete sentence or that he speaks 
fluently therea.fter. Psammetichus' children, who begin with one 
word, are conSIderably younger and their speech is expected to fol­
low the normal ~attern .of language acquisition. Their vocabulary 
apparently remams at thIS one-word level for a considerable amount 
of time, for we a re told that the shepherd will hear them repeat this 
single word, with no hint of further development. Croesus' son 
speaks out of fear of an impending evil, the death of his father, and it 
is the extreme situation which causes him to burst into speech." 

Indo~European root which is reflected in Greek maaw or 'cook'. For Van Gorp, see 
La~nay 1980. 408-<); OIender 1992.2 and 146 n. 8; Hewes 1992. 6; Eco 1995. 96-'1. 
Lelbmz Will com the word 'goropiser' to describe the tracing of poor etymologies-­
seeEco 1995, 100-1. 

n Katz 1981 ,135. 
" Hdt. I. 85. 2; compare the earlier words of the Pythian oracle given toC ......... 

on comprehending the mute and hearing the voiceless KQ.i K.ii cnwlp «W -' 
~"VV7"OS aKovw (I. 47. 3). Golden 1995. 12 suggests thatthe sto,,· ofCroes ... • ... 
should be read as a reversal: normally the day of a child's first word·was • joyous ...... 
Pe.ase 19~O brings some ancient variations on the story of Croesus' son, inc:Iudinc 
Phny's statement that he first spoke at the age of six months (NH 11. 27'0), bolt Pliay 
may be referring to ('roesus' other son, Atvs. 

n Vtro a'otl~ TE Kai KOKflV ;PP~( .f,w.,.,., H"dt. I. 8S. 4; compare ~~.,..,.... ~ 
wp6Jrq" in our pa.soge. The expre.sion p,jyvv, .......... is used O~ more .. HcIt ..... 
• group of allies O'"ermme their fears and speak up only after Seoideoof~'" 
spoken freely (."as «< a~.wl· ~n). p,jto .. 5. 93. 2). Here _ there is. _of. 
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Perhaps we should understand that Psammetichus' children pro. 
duce their word under a similar compulsIOn or desperation. 
However we take the word 'bekos', the most likely reason for the 
children breaking into speech is that they are attempting to commu. 
nicate a hunger of sorts. The hunger could be for milk or bread, or it 
could be an emotional need, a desire for the human company of the 

shepherd. 

First Gestures 

The children's gestures of supplication or blandishment, which 
accompany their first word, also point to a strong emotion or need. 
They utter the word bekos while falling upon (or before) the shep. 
herd and stretching out their hands (avotyovn 'T",V (}vP')v Kal €a,6v'Tt 'To. 
1ra&8ta ap.q,67€pa '1TPO(J1Tt1T'TOVTU "{3eKos" €cpwv£ov OPEyOVTU 'TUS xefpas). 
These motions and gestures reinforce their one-word verbal mes­
sage: the movements serve both as a kind of vocative, a way of greet­
ing the shepherd, and a means of importuning him. When jointly 
pronouncing their first word, the youngsters deploy identical move­
ments and gesticulations: gestures are no less common to the two 
than their speech. The children's 'language' of gestures seems to be 
richer than their verbal vocabulary. At the most elementary level, 
we see them using two motions-falling upon the shepherd and 
extending their hands-but only one word. Modern studies show 
that young children when still in their one-word stage of speech 
often use gestures along with the single words. At a certain point in 
the child's development, the gesture in such gesture-speech combi­
nations conveys information which is different from that signified 
by the word." We could apply this to Psammetichus' experiment 
and understand that the children use gestures to elaborate and 
underline their one word of speech. ,. 

obstacle overcome before they break into speech. When Bdt. refers once again briefly 
to o~r e~~erim~nt he

A 
uses a di,ffere~t phrase: 2. 15.2: ouSE lSE, (J~£a5 ES OUl1rEtpo.V 'TWlI 

."o.'&'WII LEVat. 'Tlva yAwouav 1TpWT7JV (l7TTj(fOVOL 

U See Goldin-Meadow 1999. esp. I 18-2:0. 

~. Compare Mandeville's apt comment in The Fable oJ the Bees (Kaye IQZ4, ii. 
,<)0) [§§343-4]: '. , , Signs confirm Words, as much as Words do Signs, , . When an 
Infant, in broken imperfect Gibberish, calls for a Cake or a Play-thing and at the 
same time points at and reaches after it, this double Endeavour makes a stronger 
Impression upon us, than ifthe Child had ... spoke its Wants in plain Words, with­
out making any Signa .. .'. This is precisely what occurs with Psammetichus' 
children. 
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Where do these gestures come from? Were th . d 
b h h 'ld , ey Inependently 

invented Y t e c I ren. A great deal of resear h h b . 
. c as een done In 

recent years on gestures and sign languages St d' h . ", . " u les 8 ow that deaf 
chIldren hvmg With a speakmg non-signing fa'l h . 

h 'ld I" , I' " ml y, t at IS to say deaf c I ren Ivmg m a mgUlstlcally deprived' , environment with­
out any language they can learn, develop signs of th ' 

. 'd ' elr own, known 
as home signs, m or er to commumcate with th . . . en surroundings 
Such Signs take on a form close to language with h . . 

" ., f many ome slgners 
dlstmgUlshmg, or example, between gestures d use as nouns and 
gestures used as verbs. The gestures used by su h d f c ea youngsters 
do not resemble gestures used by their parents and 1I . genera y seem to 
be invented by the children themselves 'Even th I k f . e ac 0 amodel 
does not prevent the human child from commun' t" . h 
and other' .60 lea mg Wit self 

The deaf children investigated in these modern tud' " , , s les are nor-
mally smgle children who hve In society in thel'r t ' h , ,. ' paren s OIDe. 
Co.uld PsammetIchus. chll~ren, hearing children, who live in a lin­
gUistically deprived SituatIOn, have devised gestures to communi_ 
cate with one another (and the shepherd)? The children's environ­
ment, as ,:"e have seen, is not just linguistically deprived, it is 
also ,phy~:callY. and socially-and consequently cognitively­
deprtved. Their surroundm~s are wanting in every aspect, other 
than the bare phYSical necessities needed to keep them alive. The 
children's lack of cognitive tools and basic concepts should make it 
difficult for them to acquire any form of language, whether gestura! 
or verbal. Yet It IS worth noticing just how universal the gestures 
used ?y the children are: they fall upon the shepherd, possibly 
graspmg hi,S knees, and stretch out their hands. These are gestures 
of submiSSIOn and supplication which are found in a wide range of 
cultures and even extend to the great apes of the animal kingdom .• ' 

Are the children using a gesturallanguage? The argument that 
language originally began with gestures is an old one, but it contin­
ues to win the support of modern-day adherents, In a recent formu­
lation of the theory it is suggested that gesture and meaningless 

110 [Continuation of quote] 'in the here-and-now and about the non-present. usinc 
the segmented and ('ombinatoriai representational format that is the MiIInIrl of 
hu::,an language', Goldin·l\leadow IQQ9, ta6, 

III See Bornstein I Qq6 and set' above. Sect. I and n, 40-
Burkert 1996, 8S-S with notes on .1 I-U; lleaftn IQ96, 51; __ '-

1980,406andcomparee,g.1I. J. 5<X>-2, 
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vocalizations were the origin of languag~.o, At .a later stage, the 
vocalizations used with gestures became differentiated, and sounds, 
arbitrary sounds, became symbols for meanings. With the advent of 
these spoken words, gestures became a supplem.ent or elaboration of 
speech. The children in our tale could be at this pre-~ord stage, if 
we understand that they use significant gestures while making a 
meaningless sound, a sound influenced by the goats. From this per­
spective--that of the primacy of a lang~age of gestures­
Psammetichus' intention may have been realized: the gesturing, 
babbling children could be an instance of ontogenesis recapturing 

phylogenesis. . .,. 
There are two children used m Psammetlchus expenment. What 

happens when two signing children get together? Present-day 
researchers have studied the results of encounters between deaf 
children equipped with their own individual home signs. When a 
community of such children was created virtually overnight in 
schools for the deaf in Nicaragua, the deaf children learned to com­
municate with each other using gestures, but such communication 
did not yet amount to an actual full-fledged language, only a pidgin. 
When younger children joined in and were exposed to this pidgin, 
they then turned it into a creole and a true sign language emerged. 
Researchers conclude: 'The Nicaraguan data indicate that the 
emergence of a true language is dependent upon a community of 
users and does not arise spontaneously in individuals. '0' In sum, we 
can imagine that Psammetichus' community of two culturally 
impoverished children have developed, at the very most, a pidgin 
language of gestures. 

3. LATER VARIATIONS ON PSAMMETICHUS' TRIAL 

Re-creating the Experiment 

Psamrnetichus' children were not the only youngsters to be raised in 
silence as part of an experiment. We have already encountered three 
further trials performed by three kings, Frederick 11 of Hohen­
staufen (1194-1250), James IV of Scotland (1473-1513), and Aqbar 

.. See Stokoe and Marschark 1999. Corballis and Lea 1999 includes several 
articles which support the theory of an original language of gestures; see too Kendon 
1991. Hewe. (1976 and 1992) provide. general surveys of the history of the gesture 
oriJin theory. 

H Emmorey 1999. 139. 
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the Great of India (1542- 1605).0' It surely is not a coincid tha 
autocratic rulers are the ones to execute such heartless t . lenceTh t . .... rla 8. ne 
experimenters. are not Just philosophically minded, inquisitive indi-
viduals, but kmgs who can carry out their plans, harsh and coId­
blooded though they may be. Perhaps only reigning, autocratic 
monarchs wo~ld dare t? experl~ent this way with young children." 
In all the vanous ancient versIOns of Psammetichus' experiment 
there is an element of cruelty: mothers forced to raise their children 
in silence, women who have their tongues cut out, children who 
have no human contact whatsoever, even a single child brou ht 
in speechless solitude, without the solace of the company of a!o;P 
human being'" !h~ later :ulers, ~rederick, James, and Aqbar,;: 
similarly unfe~lmg m their purs.u.lt of knowledge, but their ques­
tions, assumptions, and the conditIOns they provide for the children 
all differ. 

Frederick believed that Hebrew was the world's original lan­
guage--a popular hypothesis over many centuries'" Nonetheless 
he was interested in determining the first language of isolated 
children. He had silent foster-mothers nurse and bathe infants in 
order to see whether their first tongue would be Hebrew Greek 
Latin, Arabic, or perhaps the native language of their paren~ .• 'It ~ 
these children who are said to have died from a lack of tenderness. 
Frederick does not seem to expect that the children will speak the 
world's oldest language, but he shares Psamrnetichus' assumption 
that the children will come up with a known, recognizable tongue. 

.. See e.g. Crystal '997, 230 and 290; Danesi 1993. 5--{i; most detailed is Hewes 
1992. 5--{i and Sulek 1989. 647-8. 

66 Even in the variant versions in the ancient scholia it is another Egyptian kiBc 
who is said to have perfonned the experirnent~ i.e. Evet. Ar. NuIJ. 39& says that it 
was the Egyptian ruler Sesonchosis. Only in the Thomas-Triclinius scholia Ar. N ... 
398b do we find that an unnamed group of rivalrous Phrygians and Paphlagonians 
put one child to the test. 

" Tongueless wet-nurses: Hdt. 2. 2. 5; SUM f3 U9S.v. /3<" .. ,,),.,..; I vet. Ar.N". 
398b. 398c; I ree. Ar. Nub. 398f. Tongueless mothers: I vet. Ar. NIIh. 398d. Goets: 
Ead Apoll. Rhod. 4. 257--{i2c; Suda {3 229 S.v. {3.K.OEA.,.. (and Ivet. Ar. NIIh. )981». 
Single child: Claudian, In Eutropium 2. 251-4; IThomas-TricliniusAr. N ... 39flb; 
Erec. Ar. Nub. 398f; I vet. Ar. Nub. 3Q8e. Silent mothen:s): Irec. Ar. N ... ~ E 
Tzet •. Ar. Nub. 398a; I Thomas-Triclinius Ar. N ... 3Q8b . 

.. See Borst 1957. i pass .... ; Rubin 1998; Eco 1995. 74--{i. 113-14; Kata 1'&'; 
Olend .. 1992. 1-, etc . 

.. Salimbene (Holder-Egger 1905-13. 350): .""., ..... .....- -
H<Ilreclfl linguam ha"-re .. t que pri ... " /wrat Qn G __ , .. u.a- "'" .4..-.-_ 
C"2# liNguam parentum suo",,", 
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Frederick's experiment seems to have been well known. Some 
twO generations after Frederick's trial, in 1290, we find a written 
exchange between two Jewish scholars, Hillel (ben Samuel) of 
Verona and Zerahiah (ben Shealtiel Gracian) of Barcelona, on 
which language an isolated child raised by mutes or silent nurses 
would first speak. Hillel of Verona argues that the child after some 
initial stammering will speak Hebrew, while Zerahiah of Barcelona 
thinks that such children would bark like dogs. Zerahiah also 
includes an interesting argument against the very concept of a pri­
mordial, innate language, stating that if there were such an original 
inborn tongue, then everyone should be able to speak this first lan­
guage, without ever hearing or learning it. '0 (This is an argument 
which could be applied to Psammetichus' Phrygian-speaking 
children as well.) In another Jewish scholarly text we hear of a king 
who challenges Jewish sages on the primacy of Hebrew. He is then 
instructed by them to isolate two children from birth, raise them in 
silence, and subsequently test them at the age of 7 to see if they can 
speak Hebrew. The king takes two Jewish children, a boy, whom he 
circumcises, and a girl, and places them in a dark room. Unusually 
for tales ofthese kind, the monarch is said to care for the children's 
needs himself, in silence. When they are 7, the king addresses the 
youngsters in Hebrew and they are able to respond fluently in that 
language. The king of this tale then performs a second such trial-a 
control of sorts-with non-Jewish children, and the result is said to 
be that the uncircumcised boy can use only sign language, while the 
girl speaks Hebrew!" 

James IV, our next historical king, took two young children for 
his linguistic experiment, and had a mute woman care for them. He 
provided them, as we have seen, with relatively opulent soundings, 
but the alleged results-Hebrew-speaking children-were already 
questioned by the source reporting on the Scottish king's trial. The 
third historical royal experimenter, the Indian Moghul emperor 
Aqbar the Great did not expect the children in his trial to acquire 

,. See Blumenfeld 1857, 135-6 (in Hebrew), Hille]'s pupil Abraham Abulafia­
whose ideas on language may have influenced Dante--will argue that Hebrew was 
undoubtedly the world's fint language but it is nonetheless ridiculous to argue that 
ouch children will.peak Hebrew, See Eco 1995,41)-51: I del 1989, 14-15 with nn, 
73-5 on 146---7, 

71 This tale- is found in a commentary on the famed medieval scholar Rashi 
('_II"~) by Ovadiah the Prophet, a scholar of unknown date---..ee Liebennan 
1980, JII)-ao (in Hebrew) and see Idel 1989, 147 n, 75, 
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any form of speech. His aim was not to find th ,. . 
h h 'ld 'fi e world I orlflinal language or t e c I ren S rst form of speech b h ' 

h 'ld I utrat er to demon 
sttate that c I ren earn to speak from listenin t h '. -

. 'I'd g oot ers.Heraised 
infants In SI ence m or er to demonstrate that th h'l 

'd b A b d ec I drenwouJd remain urn, q ar oes not choose his child 
'h d '. ren at random the 

way Psarnrnetlc us oes. He IS said to have pu h d ' , , , re ase some twenty 
children from theIr indIgent mothers and hou d h ' 

" A b 'd ' se t em In a large 
buIldmg. q ar prOVl ed the chIldren with as' f 

'I OClety 0 soundless 
caretakers: SI ent guards and tongue-tied wet-n F , urses. rom a con-
temporary Persian account we learn that after fo ' 

h I , ur years they had 
no part of t e ta Isman of speech and nothing c 

. f h d b' "Th ame out except for 
~he nOIse 0 t e urn. ese results are by far the most convinc-
mg of those furmshed by the royal experime t I' , , . , n s, t IS possible 
that such nOIse of the dumb included gestures d' , an Signs: an early 
eighteenth-century account states that Aqbar's speechless children 
learned sIgn language from their mute caretakers." 

Feral Children 

There are a great many other reports of children who were brought 
up without the sound of speech These youngsters a t b' , , " re no su ~ects 
used m expenmental tnals, but abandoned children wh . " o grew up m 
the wIld. Feral chIldren raised without language are the products of 
natural expenments, s~ to speak. Unlike the children of the royal 
trIals, they were not dehberately sacrificed upon the altar of science, 
~ut were left to ~end for themselves in the wild by accident or, at 

tunes, by the deSIgn of theIr families. Reports on such children who 
were often nurtured by animals, date back to the fourt~~mth 
c:n.tury. Accoun~s of children of the wild become-perhaps sus­
plclOusly-promment in the eighteenth century, when Enlighten­
ment anthropology, with its interest in man caught between nature 
and society, was at its height." Wild children isolated from society 
seem to be an excellent testing ground for providing answers to • 

" The quotation is from the Akbamama of Abu'I-FaaI as cited by CrysW 1997, 
230. Sule.k 1989, 047-8 quotes a different account of the experiment, in wtUch it is 
ad~ed that many of t~t' children 'became the nurselings of mother earth'. 

See Borst 19°3. 1\', 2050 (Nachtriige), This source, dating to 17<>5, does_cor­
respond altoge,ther to tht' two t'arlie-r reports on the experiment (above, pre\-1ous ft.~ 
an~states. for tnstan{'e. that Aqbar isohlfed 12 children for la years. 
ch' Malson 1972, 80-2 has a ronvenient list of 53 recorded ins_ of """ 

I1drendatmgfrom 1.144 to 1901: See tooCry.tall99?, 291; Doneoi • .,.3,3 ........ 
anadd,t,on to the list, the Rurundi boy, For the ,lItt1-cent, 'spIooM>n' of .......... 
such chIldren see Formi!l:ari 1974, esp, .7g--80. 
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series of questions on the basic nature of man. " Are humans born 
human or made human by society? Would man in a state of nature 
be more than an ignoble savage? Are ideas innate in people? Is 
language? Wild children, infants, and youngsters, who were aban. 
doned to nature, reduced to a feral state, and then returned to civil. 
ization were observed-and taught-in an effort to discover the 
answer to some of these questions.'· 

How do these historical feral children compare with 
Psammetichus' children? Few of the children featuring in reports 
could stand upright when first discovered and none had any 
language to begin with: many subsequently learned to walk, but 
only a few acquired speech, despite their teachers' efforts." 
Psammetichus' two children who not only speak but also fall upon 
the shepherd-from an erect position-are exceptional and do not 
fit this pattern. The two most interesting cases of wild children from 
our point of view are Victor of A veyron and the two sisters Amala 
and Kamala of Midnapore. The two girls were raised by wolves with 
cubs, as cubs, and were aged one and a half and eight and a half when 
they were discovered in the forest in 1920. The younger sister, 
Amala, died fairly soon after being brought to an orphanage, while 
Kamala survived for another eight years and eventually learned to 
speak in rudimentary fashion. These sisters who lived together 
among wolves and were never completely isolated are the only 
recorded instance of two feral children who spent their time in the 
wild together and in that sense they come closest to reproducing the 
conditions outlined in the Herodotean experiment. The two girls 
certainly did not spur one another to speech, but this is not surpris­
ing, since they grew up among wolves and the younger sister was 
virtually a baby when she was discovered, probably too young to 
talk. 

Victor of Aveyron is a particularly interesting child of the wild 
because his story is so well documented. Jean Itard, the doctor who 
attempted to understand and educate this enfant sauvage, kept 
detailed (and intelligent) records of the process. Young Victor had 
spent many years on his own in the forest and was brought to civil-

" Indeed, wild children remain an object of interest and controversial source of 
knowledge on the acquisition of language in our own times--see e.g. Pinker 1994, 
391-2 VI. SamPlon 1997,87'""'9 on 'Genie'. 

:: SM the interesting discus8ion in Lane 1976, 1«rl.9. 
Se. M.loon [97'. ch .• esp. 47-8. 
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izatlon m 1799, aged about 12. Itard tried to teach V' 
h .. II I Ictorto ......... The boy, w 0 orlgma y on Y reacted to sound ....-, 

s connected to food 
to his confinement, gradually began to pay att' or 

entlOn to human 
voices. He learned to respond to his name and Id 

cou produce 80 
vowel and consonant sounds, but he rema' d me 

. me mute and nev 
learned to articulate more than a few near-words V· d' er 

· f' . Ictor Id develop a whole senes 0 signs and gestures in order t . 
o commumcate with 

others and he responded to their gesturallanguage H I 
.. . e a so learned 

to recognize some written names, adjectives and b 
· If ,. I ' ' ver s and eVentu_ 

ally wrote hlmse. tard s work with Victor rel'n' d h' . lorce IS convIC-
tion that humans are not born human but are the prod f . 

h . uct 0 society 
In his report on t e Wild. boy of Aveyron, he suggests a hypotheticai 
expenment along the lines of Psammetichus' trial which 
underline just how feeble humans are in their natural t ,wI havould 

bh ' sate. e 
not the least dou t t at If we were to insulate at the e Ii . . ar estpenodof 
infancy two children, the one male and the other femal d 

. h e, an wereto 
do the same Wit t"I:o qu~drupeds, chosen from the species of brutes 
that was the least mtelligent, these latter would she th I · . w emsev~ 
much supe.nor to the for~er, m the means of providing for their 
wants and m takmg care either of their own preservation tha f 
their children.' While I tard does not speak of the acq ~~..: t Of 

h .. WSluOIl 0 
language ere, It IS plain that he would not expect two such infants 
to speak.'9 

Enlightenment Conjectural Histories: CondiUac and Others 

Condillac 

Itard was a follower of Etienne Bonnot de Condillac (1715-80) and 
attempted to educate Victor in accordance with Condillac's theory 
of the development of human understanding, beginning with an 
attempt to awaken the boy's senses. Itard's hypothetical trial 
invol~ing two isolated children may also have been influenced by 
~ondl~lac, for in his writing Condillac uses a thought experiment 
Involvmg two secluded infants and his experiment, like that of 
Psammetichus, is concerned with the origin of language. Condillac: 
(sane of a series of Enlightenment thinkers who include scenarios of 

" Itard's two reports on the wild boy of Aveyron were first published in I ........ 
1807.ltard in Malson 1972. 1 [6-26 and 166-S isadescription ofVic!or'.acquioilioIl 
of language; see too [27-36. 147-50. 158~, [62-5 and MaIson'so __ at 

71;;&. See too Lane 1976. 1"-16, 1 39'"S4. ondabo..,.n. "'. 
See Itard in Malson [972. 138 n. IO(md l.);seealoo99 .... h-.. 

I 
i 
f 
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an isolated primordial pair as a part of their analysis of the origin of 
language and other civilized arts. 

The theoretical variations on Psammetichus' experiment formu_ 
lated by Condillac and others are perhaps more interesting and use­
ful than the actual attempts to reproduce the Egyptian king's trial 
which we have encountered so far. Thinkers who share the scientific 
interests of Psammetichus and the other experimenting kings, but 
lack their royal prerogatives, need to carry out their test of young­
sters in thought alone. These hypothetical trials have none of the 
wear and tear-and cruelty-of actual experiments and their results 
are inventive, useful, and no less plausible. We have already looked 
at an elegant Greek linguistic Gedankenexperiment going back to the 
early fourth century BCE, where the anonymous author of the Dissoi 
Logoi sent off (in thought) a Greek infant to Persia and a Persian 
baby to Greece. This hypothetical trial not only disproved the con­
tention that a specific language is innate or that the first language a 
child speaks is related to her race; it demonstrated that a child 
acquires language from her surroundings.80 More modern thought 
experiments often use their isolated children in a similarly produc­
tive and stimulating way. At the same time there is a weakness in 
these linguistic thought experiments: if Psammetichus and the 
other actual experimenters arrive at times at unexpected results, 
there is no danger of that happening with armchair trials. Thinkers 
who engage in hypothetical trials can obtain precisely the results 
they desire. A good instance of the wishful thinking that can be 
couched as a thought experiment is supplied by the Sevillian 
humanist Pedro Mexia (c. 1495-1 55 I), a contemporary of Erasmus. 
He argues that the children of Psammetichus' experiment speak 
'goatese' and adds that if two youngsters were raised in the desert 
they would end up speaking Hebrew to one another. Whoever is 
very curious about these matters, Mexia adds, can repeat the experi­
ment, but it is clear that thought suffices for him. 81 Such argumen­
tation can scarcely be termed a rigorous experiment. 

Let us return to Condillac and his Enlightenment contempo­
raries. Thinkers in the eighteenth century devoted a great deal of 
attention to the origin of language. 'It is safe to say that no other 
century has debated that question with greater zeal, frequency, 

.. See further Ger. 2000, 2.-8. 

.. See Borst 14)60, iii/1. "42; see too 1387 and '961, iii/ •. 1752. See too Launoy 
1980, 41a-13 (who refers to Mexi ••• Pierre M ••• ie). 
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consistency, and depth of insight.''' The relatl'on bet la ween nguage 
and thought and language and society were favourite the f he 

"S h d rb mes 0 t Enlightenm~nt. uc e I erations were part of an interest in the 
wider questIOn of the nature of humans We have al d tha . . rea y seen t 
eighteenth-century thInkers sought to define the dl'ire b 

. I" rence etween 
men and ammals, and to determine the extent to whl'ch h 

umansare 
a product of culture r~ther than nature. Thus when Enlightenment 
thinkers turned to tnals meant to discover the origl'n f I 
.. 0 anguage 

they were Interested In the broader consequences of the inquiry and 
in thi~ respect they resemble Psarnmetichus. The Egyptian king 
investIgated th~ world's first language in order to resolve the 
~eightie~ questIOn of Egyptian primacy. He performed his linguis_ 
tIC expenment because he was unable to come up with any th 
means of establishing the identity of the world's first pe: t . . p~ 

Subs~quent ancIent versIOns of the trial will preserve this emphasis 
on USIng the chIldren as a means of determining the world's oldest 
people, rather than establishing a point about language as such." 
It is only later that the experiment was viewed chiefly in terms (}f 
its linguistic implications. The Enlightenment investigations into 
the origin of language were similarly intended to provide answers 
to more general questions about reason, society, and culture. 
Condillac, for instance, was interested in the origin of \anguage 
because he saw humans' uniqueness in relation to other creatures in 
their ability to reflect, and reflection, the connection of ideas with 
one another, depended, in his view, on proficiency in the use of lan­
guage. The ultimate aim behind Condillac's inquiry into the origin 
of language was to investigate the nature of thought: progress in lan­
guage, he thought, was the key to the progress of the human mind. IS 

Psammetichus' experiment was, in a sense, an unnecessary initia~ 
tive, because no one had doubted that the Egyptians were the first 
people until he performed his trial. When Enlightenment figures 
discuss the origin of language they too attempt to answer a questioo 
which in the eyes of many of their contemporaries need not have 
been raised, for the common view was that language was a divine gift 

" A.rslelf 1982, 147. 
" See Formigari 1974; Schreyer 1978, 15-'7; A.rol.1f 1982 .......... 
14 In Hdt.'s phrasing o(nws: Y£VOturo ftpWTOl(2. 2). E ad Apoll. Rhod. 4. &s,-a6at 

coUs this the question of who were Y'/y ... is; other scholiasts (e.l. E Yet. N. Ht*. 
398d; E Tzetz. Ar. Nub. 3(80) see it as. quarrel or contest ~..ne- ....... 
overdp,....lo~<. See Vonnicelli 1997. 21~1I for further discussion aad"'--' 

" See A.rslelf 1982, 163-4 .ndp.rs ...... ; Harrisand T.ylor 1997. I...-so. 
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to humans. This meant that Condillac and his contemporaries 
needed to acknowledge-or perhaps pay lip service to-the biblical 
concept of an original, god-given language before turning to their 
own accounts of how language was invented.'· Here we see the 
advantage of using Herodotus' account of Psammetichus as a start­
ing point for speculations on the origin of language, since the tale is 
not derived from the Bible and avoids the thorny issue of scriptural 
authority. Psammetichus' trial-unlike, for instance, the biblical 
story of Adam naming animals-was both stimulating and open to 
refutation, and that must be one reason why it was so frequently 
cited by thinkers over the ages. " 

In book 2 of his Essai sur l'origine des connoissances humaines 
(I746), Condillac imagines two children left on their own in the 
world: 'Suppose that some time after the deluge two children, one 
male and the other female, wandered about in the deserts, before 
they understood the use of any sign.' Condillac suggests that these 
children, who come together, will use involuntary cries of passion, 
accompanied by gestures, a 'language of action' (langage d'action), 
in order to express their feelings and needs. One child would gesture 
or cry out when experiencing some strong emotion and the other, 
Condillac imagines, would respond sympathetically, having used a 
similar cry when she felt the same emotion herself. After a time, 
specific gestures or cries would be associated with particular sources 
of danger, pleasure, etc. and these signs would be used deliberately 
rather than involuntarily. Very slowly, articulated words would be 
used alongside the cries and gestures and then gradually replace 
them. Condillac suggests that these first children and their 
offspring---'.lnd here we see why the two original children in his 
hypothetical scenario are specifically said to be a boy and a girl"­
would not be capable of producing a great many articulate sounds at 
first. Only gradually would young children in succeeding genera­
tions learn to take advantage of their flexible tongues (Essai ii. I. 
1-8). 

.6 See Formigari 1974; Schreyer 1978.20-1; Ricken 1994. ch, 10. 

I' See Launay 1980. Katz (1981,134) terms Hdt. 2.2 'the classica) testimony that 
captured the imagination of early modern Europeans'. but adds that Psammetichus' 
experiment 'was fOT most early modern English scholars important but not condu· 
live empirical evidence' . 

I. Compare Katz 198., IJ5 who quotes a report on 8 French philosophical confer­
enc:e (166,) whe .. it w .. argued that P.ammetichu. erred by using two boys [sic]. If 
• boy and girl hId been uled, thele French thinkers claimed, the girl would have spo­
ken int, because of wom.n·. facility for opeech. 
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Condillac's expectations concerning the spee h f·so\ated 
children differ radically from those of Psammetichusc Tho El . 

b I· th I . . . e gypt1llr1 king e leves at anguage IS mnate while Condilla· I . . 
I I · . ' clsexpamlllg 

the gradua evo utlOnary mvention or creation f I 
. h ,. I d h·ld 0 anguage. Psammetlc us ISO ate C I ren are real, youngsters of h·· d 

h·1 C d·lI ,. . IS tune an 
place, ':' le. on I a,c s Imagmary ones live 'sometime after the 
deluge, that IS, Noah s flood. Yet Condillac's two ch·ld . 

. I ren---1lpau-
of isolated mfants who are used to explore or retrace the first 
language-clearly owe a great deal to Herodotus. At the same time 
there are other mfluences at work. Condillac terms his Essai a 
supplement to John Locke's Essay on Human Understanding and 
Locke already uses the conduct of imaginary children on a desert 
island as a baSIS for an argument." Condillac was also acquainted 
with several contemporary reports of feral children and these too 

may have inspired his scenario of abandoned children.'· An earlier 
~r.iter, Ber~ard Mandeville.{167o-1733), also used an imaginary 
WIld couple m hIS hypothetical reconstructIOn of the origin of lan­

guage and it is likely that Condillac was acquainted with his work."' 
The primordial or 'savage pair' found in Mandeville's Fable of tke 
Bees (1728) are without language but have no need of speech. They 
find it difficult to pronounce various sounds, because their tongues 
are inflexible, and they express themselves with gestures and looks 
rather than speech. After many years spent together, the wild pair 
slowly communicate by means of sounds as well. Their children 
whose vocal organs are more flexible add further sounds (either 
accidentally or deliberately) and subsequent generations continue 
to add to spoken language." It is worth noting that Mandevi11e's 
primordial couple are presented throughout as adults, rather than 
isolated children, and they seem more a pagan version of Adam and 
Eve than a variation on Psammetichus' children. Locke, actual feral 
children and Mandeville's imaginary wild pair, then, maya1llic 
behind Condillac's children, but in view of the wide and sustained 
interest in Psammetichus' experiment we can probably assume 

19 I[ doubt nor but if a colony of young children should be placed in aft island 
where no fire was, they would certainly neither have any notion of such a thine DOl' 

name for it, how generally soever it was received and kno'Wll all the- world besides. ~ 
J. Locke, Essay Co"cerning Human CTnderstanding (1.3. 11). 

90 He writes in Co"noi.(,~ances i. 4. 23 of a Lithuanian bear child; see M..laoa 197a. 
J~o and 80-1 for furlher references to wild child ..... in EaIigh_ .......... suc:h 
as Rousseau. 

.. See Schreyer 'Q78. 
" See Mandeville in K.y~ '92 •• ii. 214 ..... 
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that Herodotus' tale was the chief source of inspiration."' Already 
in 1578, the doctor Laurent Joubert (1529-8~) Interprete~ the 
Egyptian king's experiment in a manner sImIlar to Condlllac's 
approach: he took bekos to mean that the children had created a new 
language. Joubert saw Psammetichus' child~en as a nuclear society 
f two and suggested that the youngsters Invented a language of 

~heir own, out of necessity, just as Condillac's children will do later 
on." Joubert is one of several Renaissance scholars. who recast the 
modal form of Psammetichus' experiment, analysl,:g Herodotus' 
factual report, written in the past tense, by turning It Into a hypo­
thetical trial written in conditional form." We have encountered 
this kind of transformation-in form and substance-from 
reported account to thought experime,:t already in the ?issoi Logoi. 
Condillac's scenario using two imaginary chIldren IS composed 
along similar lines and his youngsters are plainly intellectual 
descendants of Psammetichus' children. 

Maupertuis, Rousseau, Smith, and Herder 

Condillac's ideas on the origin of language were extremely influ­
ential and later writers would return to his scenario of two 
isolated children.'· One such Enlightenment thinker was Pierre 
Maupertuis, the cosmopolitan president of the Berlin Academy 
from 1746 to 1759. Maupertuis attempted to bring all humanist and 
scientific disciplines under one roof. He wrote a composition on the 
origin of language, but his version of the exposed children experi­
ment appears in his Lettre sur le progres des sciences (1752), a wide­
ranging essay on the directions scientific research should take. 
Maupertuis first proposes that two or three children should be 
brought up in isolation so that philosophers can discover the world's 
original language, limited though it might be. He then suggests a 
second experiment where several societies of such children are 
formed, with each society composed of children whose parents 

9J An acquaintance wlth Psammetichus' experiment is widely attested in the 
learned writings of Renaissance and early modern Europe; see in addition to the ref­
erences cited in n. I above, Launay 1980 (on 16th cent.); Katz 1981 (on 17th cent.); 
Gonette 1995. 367 n. 30. 

~4 See Launay 1980, 4IJ-14. 
" See e.M'. 'Mais les enfants qui seroient en telle compaignie. il est vraisemblable 

que pour communiquer ensemble. . 11 imposeroient des noms ... '. See Demonet· 
LounlY '993, esp. 23-6: Launay 1980.413 also has this quotation from Joubert . 

•• Aartleff 198:11, 148; Ricken 1994. 140; contrast Schreyer 1978, 17. 
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speak widely differing la~~uages. His intent was to lee whether 
there was. one or several onglnallan.guages. This trial would provide 
informatIOn not only about the ongln of languages, but about the 
origin of ideas themselves, according to Maupertuis'" Ten yeara 
later Samuel Formey, secretary of the Berlin Academy will p . . . , ropose 
a similar expeTlme~t, involVing two generations of isolated humans. 
In the first generatIOn a dozen children of the same age are to be iso­
lated, and cared for physically, but kept from any acquaintance with 
speech or the arts of civilization. These children will grow, repro­
duce, and need to take care of their young. Formey argues that such 
parents of the wild will not know how to feed their children, let alone 
invent a language. ,. 

Rousseau was influenced by Condillac, both adapting and criti­
cizing his ideas"- In his description of the beginnings of speech 
found in the Essay on the Origin of Languages, Rousseau also uses a 
primordial pair of sorts, but they are not an isolated couple left to 
fend for themselves in a barren place. The two are members of a 
larger society, a people who live in a fertile land with a mild climate. 
Rousseau pictures a young boy and girl meeting at the well and their 
first words 'aimez-moi' are, as we have seen, born out of pleasure, 
not need. '00 This loving young pair is not used by Rousseau to 
demonstrate later stages in the development of language. 

Adam Smith, in his 'Considerations Concerning the First 
Formation of Languages' (1761), uses both savages and children 
when discussing the formation of language. He begins with the by 
now familiar scenario of 'two savages who had never been taught to 
speak, but had been bred up remote from the societies of men' .'" 

117 Maupertuis's 1752 Experiences metaph}'siques, part of a larger work. entitled 
Lettre sur le progres de, sciences in (Euvres (Lyon, 1768, repr. Oims, .<)65) n. 'P9"30-
See Aarsleft' 1982,183-4; Grimsley 1971, 2 withn, 3. 

" 'Review of the Principle Means Employed to Discover the Origin of Language, 
of Ideas, and of Human Knowledge' (Reunion des principaux moyens empIo,.es 
pour decouvrir l'origine du langage. des idees, et des connoissances des hommes) 
delivered in 1762 and printed in his Anri-Emile(1763). See Stam 1976. IOQ(arulz78 
n. 28); Aarsleff 1982, 191-2. 

'1'1 See e,g. Discourse on InequaJit.\' i (l\fasters 1964. Uo-I = Starobinski ...... 
146-?); see also Stam 1 Q76. S0-2: Aar.lelf 1982, 15(,..7· 

100 Rousseau, E,ual', Ch~L 10-11. There is no such \."Ouple in Rousseau's odrer ou-t~ 
line of the beginnings of language found in his DisNlllnt'----Sff above, Sect. a.:a.. 

101 Smith in Bry("t~ 1983. 203; tht' 'Considerations' subsequently appeand.:­
appendix to The Tlreor\' of Mortal SeN/i ... tfth. Smith was ~ bad> -­
Mand.ville's Fable and' C~ndillac's Ess~ Stam 1976. 3i-4a ..... ..,.....,. 
introd. 23-7 and ,oJ n .•. 
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Smith does not mention the age or sex of these savages and does not 
put them through their paces in order to outline the origin of speech. 
They are there simply to point to the beginnings of language, for 
Smith is more interested in tracing the progression of language, 
once it has begun, and the development of the parts of speech. Here 
he turns to children, using the speech of modern children as 
evidence for the development of language long ago. The fact that a 
'child that is just learning to speak, calls every person who comes to 
the house its papa or its mama', is for Smith an indication that 
primitive humans originally used the names of individuals for whole 
species, I.' while the fact that a 'child, speaking of itself, says, Billy 
walks, Billy sits, instead of I walk, I sit' shows that pronouns were a 
relatively late development.'·' Smith's savages are very shadowy 
figures, while his children live and speak in the here and now.'·' 
When he uses contemporary children to recreate the language of the 
past, Smith reminds us of Psammetichus, but unlike the king he 
does not experiment on these children in any way: he simply 
observes their everyday speech. Condillac also plays a part here, for 
Adam Smith uses the youngsters to trace the various stages of 
speech, just as Condillac does, even if Smith's children are not 
hypothetical beings of long ago. 

At first sight, thought experiments are much easier to perform 
than actual trials, but this is not always true in relation to 
Psammetichus-type trials. Paradoxically enough, the thought 
experimenters we have encountered are more actively involved with 
raising their imaginary children than the kings who make use of live 
youngsters. The royal experimenter simply isolates children and 
orders others to tend to their physical welfare, leaving them to their 
own devices for years on end. Those who perform trials in thought 
must take these hypothetical children through their paces, 
manoeuvring and manipulating them, in order to recreate or illu­
minate the processes by which humans first acquired language. In 

10] Bryce 1983. 204. Compare Arist. Physica 184hI 2-]4: Kat Ta TradUa TO /LEII1fPWTOV 
."poa«yo~6E' 1raYTas TOUS dvapas Tra""pat; Kal. P-TJTEpo.S .,.as- yvvaiKQS' v(l'r£poJl 8£ 8~Op{tE' 
-TOVTWII tKaupolI. 

fOJ See Smith in 8ryce 1983, 219_ Vieo, Herder, and others also used children's 
speech as evidence for the development of 1anguage in primitive man; see Danesi 
[993, ch. 3 e.p. 65 ff.; Berry [974, [36. 

10 .. Yet there was an equivalence of sorts, in the 18th-cent. view, between children 
.... lava""., i .•. primitive people (of old)--see e.g. Berry [974. [36; Schreyer 1984, 
333-4; 8imon. 1998.206-8 and see further below. Sect. 5.2. 
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some of these complex scenarios the children' 
. d 11' d I' s progress must be 

monltore we Into a u thood. These descend f . d b ants 0 Psammetj 
chus' chtl ren can e very demanding creatur' .-

. d h'ld ' " es, lor even chddren 
of the mln ,c I ren round In Imaginary scenar' d 

. . " lOS, nee to be cared 
for. In hIS pnze-wlnnlng essay on the origin f I 

k C d 'll ' 0 anguage (I772) 
Herder attac s on I ac s theoretical use of tw h'ld ' 

. .. 0 C I ren left to 
then own deVIces In the desert. Children such h 

. h '. as t ese, Herder 
argues, must pens or turn Into ammals. How could they survive in 
the desert? And how could they possibly be en d . gage m a mutual 
exchange from the first moment? 'Of all this I und t d th· . ers an no 109' 
Herder states as a refrain, after outlining each sta e f C d'l " 

. 10' H d h gOon I lac s 
scenano. er er, a~ we ave seen, views language first and fore-
most as an act of cogmtlOn, and that must be why he h ' . . . . . as no use lora 
primeval paIr of chIldren stlrnng one another to spee h H 
. . d' I fi . c. e uses a 

smgle pnmor la gure Instead. According to Herd . I . er, a smge 
human. I.nvented the ~rst word and this word serves as an act of 
recogOltlOn (of a bleating lamb), rather than an act of communica_ 
tion. He adds, 'T~e savage, the hermit living alone in the forest, 
would have ha.d to Invent language for himself, even though he has 
never spoken It. It was an agreement of his soul with itself and so 
necessary an agreement as it is necessary that man is man.' Herder 
does not think that post-diluvian isolated children or wolf children 
can tea~h us anything ~bout the origin of language, arguing that 
aberratIOns are poor gUIdes to a species as a whole.'" Yet it is _ 
sible that Herder's bleating sheep-the phenomenon which s~e 
first man to speech-owes something to Herodorus' goats. ,., 

Modern Versions of Psammetichus' Experiment 

There were many more discussions, analyses, and reworkings of 
Psammetichus' experiment in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen­
turies.'o, In the twentieth century the influence of Psammetichus' 
children is most apparent in a variety of thought experiments con­
ceived by modern researchers. In three recent works on linguistics 

IO~ Herder in Gode 1966, 99-100. Herder is either unfair to Condillac or lIMt­

qU,~nted with Part i of his Eua) ............ Wells 1987, 3S~; Aarsleth98a, I97-&. 
Herder in Gode [966, 119 and la3 ff. 

. ,., Cf. Trabant 1990.40: 'Herder's story is completely and explicitly AcIoaoic. .... 
hIS Lamb 's of course nothing else than the Agnus ~i.' 

IO. See e.g, Hewes 1970. 484~; Horst 1960, iii/1. 1317; ,96., NI.· [ ... 7 .... 
1764-5; Genette [995. xxxvii, 123. and 367n. 30; Harris [<)96. .......... 50-4-.... 
erences to some of the mo~ inNresting instences. 
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and the origin of language, the following three experiments are 

outlined. 
Picture two married couples who belong to the most highly advanced cul­
ture imaginable. Each of the four people have achieved the highest degree 
of intelligence possible with respect to all the other denizens of their cul­
ture. The four are in a boat in the middle of the ocean. Both of the females 
are pregnant, and it so happens that they give birth at exactly the same 
instant to two healthy babies. As soon as the babies see the light of the day, 
the four adults fall overboard and drown. This means that the neonates 
who were born of the best possible 'genetic material' have not had any con~ 
tact whatsoever with other human beings. Fortuitously, the boat reaches 
the shore of an island on which no other human being had set foot. The 
babies are mistaken as cubs by a pack of wolves. The wolves proceed to take 
the human neonates into their care and to nurture them as they would any 
cub. Untouched by human beings and culture. will these 'human' neonates 
develop speech spontaneously in the same way that they would develop a 
physical organ? Or would their progeny have to rein vent speech tabula rusa 
over many centuries of serendipitous happenstances?109 

Take an infant born to parents of completely homogeneous monolingual 
linguistic background going back ... ten generations; remove the child at 
birth and place him/her with adoptive parents whose own language, and 
that of the entire surrounding community, is ... completely unrelated to the 
language ofthe child's biological parents and ancestors. Linguists will pre­
dict that the child will learn the language of his/her adoptive community as 
fast and as easily as s/he would have learned the language of the biological 
parents. I 10 

Take four families speaking four divergent and unrelated languages, leave 
them in a desert island with all the necessities of life, give them a basic lexi­
con of 200 words for most elementary things and actions and expect the 
development of a new natural language. '" 

All three of these hypothetical trials, were formulated in the last 
dozen years in attempts to solve three different problems relating to 
original or first languages, and all have their roots in Herodotus' 
tale. There are many more such adaptations of Psammetichus' trial, 
in thought, by contemporary researchers. 11 2 

/09 Danesi 1993, 2-3. who refers to an unknown author of this hypothetical sce­
nario and terms the trial a paraphrase of one of the oldest and most ingenious ever 
imagined (clearly referring to Psammetichus' trial. which he discusses shortly there­
after). 
, 110 Thomason (1991. 248-<) puts forward this thought experiment, which is 
Intended to test the theory that children are genetically predisposed to learn a specific 
language, not just language in generaL 

,Ill, Nocentini 1992, 469. referring to an experiment proposed by Bickerton and 
Glvon, He adds, 'unfortunately the subjects refused the project .. .' and terms this 
kind of trial a 'forbidden experiment'. 

III See too Hewes J 976, 488: • An imaginary Psammetichus experiment, affecting 
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4· ANCIENT REACTIONS TO THE EXPERIMENT 

In conclusion, let us return to the ancient world and P . h . sammettc us' 
original expenment. Herodotus' account of the exp . . '. enment per-
formed by Psammetlchus ImmedIately left its mark upon Greek 
readers. Indeed, the story may have been well known even before 
Herodot~s, for h~ recor~s-and ridicules-an alternate version. 
This vanant verSIOn, whIch as we have seen above Se t , c.I,may 
stem from Hecataeus, states that the. children were raised by women 
whose tongues were cut out. It IS mteresting that more than one 
woman is said to be mvolved: perhaps it is the children's mothers 
who care for the infants. These mute women surely breastfed the 
children and it is possible that they lived with the youngsters, form­
ing a family of sorts. This version provides no natural explanation 
for the results of the experiment: if there were no bleating goats 
where did the word 'bekos' come from? Psammetichus is also 
painted here in even darker hues, for the king cruelly deprives the 
women of the power of speech, in addition to using the children as 
experimental creatures. 

Aristophanes provides evidence for the immediate popularity of 
Herodotus' tale. In the Clouds (398), Aristophanes has Socrates coin 
the compound {lEKKWEA-1)VE 'babbling prelunar idiot', when referring 
to Strepsiades' primitive ways.lll The first half ofthis unique term, 
~EKKE, seems to be a reference to the word bekos of Psammetichus' 
experiment: ancient scholiasts who comment on Aristophanes' text 
link the bekke of the Clouds to the bekos of the linguistic experiment. 
This would mean that for Aristophanes' original audience the tale 
was quite notorious-the very half-word bekke suffices to hint at this 
story of primeval language. 

The scholiasts who explain Aristophanes' text provide a series of 
variations on Herodotus' report. In their various accounts, different 
elements in the story are changed: the identity of the king who 

all infant members of our species (and eliminating their elders, whilesriU permittiol 
the infants to survi 'le- O:Jnd grow up) would obviously set hominids back to square one. 
in spite of the superb corti(~al and ,'oeal tract adaptations OUT ancestors have evolved 
for us.' Also Hewes [976,493: 'I doubt ifthe progeny ofa h\"pothetical pair or group 
of present day Ilomo sapiens sapiens protected from any contact y,i.th an onaoina ..... 
guage system, would n~-in\'ent speech in less than many thousand generations. and 
the attainment of a ~e~tllra 1 system might require most of that time,' 

IU Sommerstein's translation (19~b. 49 and 18a), The seocond halfofdwward la 
thought to be a variation on the t"pithet ffPOMA'lVO~ meaning older than eM tw9Gft. 
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performs the experiment, the number of children involved, the age 
when the children produce their first word, the caretakers who tend 
to the children, the world's original language, etc. In essence, 
though, none of these variant accounts is all that different from 
Herodotus' original story and all seem to stem from his History.l14 
The perspective, too, remains the same: the chief problem to be 
resolved in all these variant versions is the identity of the world's 
first people. The question of the world's first language remains a 
side issue, a heuristic means of arriving at an answer to the main 
question. Indeed, there does not seem to be a single instance in c\as­
sicalliterature of an individual interested in the identity and nature 
of humankind's original language per se. 

We have seen that the linguistic thought experiment found in the 
Dissoi Logoi is an early-and sceptical-reaction to Psammetichus' 
trial, refuting the idea that language is innate. In this sophistic text, 
probably composed some dozens of years after Herodotus' own 
work, the author is interested in the question of a first language, but 
his focus is different. The writer of the Dissoi Logoi discusses not the 
identity of the world's first language but the way in which language 
is first acquired. He argues that we learn language from the commu­
nity at large, without having any specific teachers of speech (6. 12). 
The identical claim appears in two slightly later dialogues of Plato as 
well, in the Protagoras (327e) and the Alcibiades (1. IIOd-I IIa). 
Both the sophist and the characters in Plato's two dialogues, Pro­
tagoras and Alcibiades, turn to language learning because of their 
interest in-what they argue is-a parallel question, the acquisition 
of virtue. Protagoras in Plato's Protagoras, Alcibiades in the 
Alcibiades I, and the author of the Dissoi Logoi all point to the anal­
ogy between learning virtue and learning Greek: both, they claim, 
are acquired from earliest childhood, from the general community, 
with no one specific teacher responsible for the process. We learn 
language (and justice) without knowing who our teachers are. I" 

The means by which virtue can be acquired-the question if 
virtue can be taught, and if so, by whom-was a much-debated issue 
in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. While the parallel inquiry 
raised in these texts, that of language acquisition, may not have been 
equally compelling, these discussions indicate that the question was 

114 See Vannicelli 1997. zoq-rz for a convincing demonstration of this point and 
- Goldftt '99~, II-'Z. 

,., See further below, Sect. 4.3. 

4· Ancient Reactions to the Experiment I" aired a~ the time. It. The problem of ho,"' children leam to speak 
clearly Illterested the Greeks of the claSSical period d h 

th D · 'L . an t eanswer 
Supplied by e wO! ogol and by the Platonic speak . . ers IS one that 
we toO would accept, namely that children pick up speech f th . 

'h' romeJ.r 
environment, ,",:It out con~clo~s learning or a specific teacher. m 

What Psammetlchus does III hiS experiment is to rem h '. oveteen_ 
vironment, the surroundmg society from which chl'ld II . ' ren norma y 
learn language. The kmg then expects to hear the world's first-and 
innate-language. What would the author of the Dinor' L . d . . . ogO!, an 
the Platolllc Protagoras and Alclblades expect to h f . ,. earrom 
Psammetlchus children? If they are consistent in expecting lan-
guage to come from one's surroundings, they should expect silence 
if the children hear no speech, and bleating (or bekos) sounds, ifth; 
children are exposed to goats. 

After performing his experiment Psammetichus concludes that 
Phrygian was the world's first language, while Egyptian was the 
second. We do not know on what basis--other than national pride­
the king decides that his own language must have been second. Nor 
do we have indication as to how (or in what order) other, additional 
languages arose. In any event, according to Herodotus' story, at 
best, Greek can only be the world's third oldest language.lu In the 
Dissoi Logoi experiment the primacy and uniqueness of the Greek 
language are also far from apparent. When the author of the Dissoi 
Logoi notes that a Persian baby can learn Greek with the same ease 
as a Greek infant, while a Greek child loses his Greek speech by 
being transported to Persia, he seems to do away with the usual 
qualitative distinction made by the Greeks between their language 
and barbarian tongues. The thought experiment proposed by the 
sophist indicates that there is no essential difference between (learn­
ing) Greek and Persian: both are simply different human languages 
spoken in different places. Elsewhere in his work (ch. z) the author 
stresses the relative value of customs and practices, and points out 
that what is considered seemly by one ethnic group is considered 

11& See Harrison I 9Q8, text near n. 1511 who finds in Herodorus' discussion of the 
relationship of I.ngua!'!es and Psammetichus' experiment 'the half-d~ fnI­
ments of a broader Greek debate '. 

'" See e.g. Pink., 19'H, 39-45; Crystal 1997, '36-7. Cf)'Stal ...... ti<Nu Ill<! 
significant role played by 'motberese', but notes that special child-dire<ted spoedI is 
not found in every t'ul ture. 

'" PauLloyd·'976. 5 ,"dd. Harrison 19911,textn ... rnn.I~I."""""'poiDts 
out that in the ('ratyl", (425 ..... 4.6.; cf. 421d) some barbttrion -.is ore ..... be 
older than Greek. 
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inappropriate by another. Thus-to cite one of his moresensational 
examples-the Scythians find scalping one's dead enemy and drink_ 
ing wine from a cup made from his skull perfectly respectable, while 
Greeks would not be seen in the company of such a person (Dissoi 
Logoi 2. 13). This sophistic author is eager to point to the two sides 
to every question in his Twofold Arguments, and his hypothetical 
linguistic trial leads to the conclusion that languages-like customs 
-are in essence conventional, the product of one's society. This 
does not necessarily mean that all customs and all languages are of 
equal worth, but such arguments do set specific practices-and 
individual tongues-in a wider comparative perspective. 

Psammetichus' trial left its impression on Romans as well. 
Quintilian refers to the experiment when he argues that speech is 
learned through the ear, so that infants raised in solitude could not 
have acquired the faculty of speech. Propter quod infantes a mutis 
nutricibus iussu regum in solitudine educati, etiam si verba quaedam 
emisisse traduntur, tamen loquendi facultate caruerunt (10. I. 10). 
Here Quintilian describes the experiment rather loosely, without 
mentioning either Herodotus or Psammetichus, but simply the 
directives of kings. He also allows the children the command of sev­
eral words (verba quaedam), rather than just one, even when denying 
them any real form of speech. The phrase mutis nutricibus is ambigu­
ous, for it may refer either to the inarticulate goats or to the mute 
wet-nurses and we cannot be sure which version of the experiment 
Quintilian is referring to here--he may have remembered the 
passage from Herodotus only vaguely. 

We have seen that various thinkers envisioned the world's first lan­
guage in very different ways. In the eyes of some, this primeval 
tongue was a language of harmony shared by a wide variety of crea­
tures. Others imagined an Adamic language where words reflect the 
essence of the objects they denote. 119 On the other end of the scale 
we find primeval language depicted as a primitive and undeveloped 
form of speech. Virtually all the later European thinkers whom we 
have looked at see language as developing slowly from simple begin­
nings, with the original language a simple and limited form of com­
munication. That is why children are used by these thinkers to 

1111 Or this early language, if not actually Adamic, was thought to be well formed, 
!J~ructur~lIy re~~8r, and capable of expressing the highest concepts, as in Friedrich 
Schlegel 8 deplctHJn of Sanskrit-see Morpurgo Davies 199&, 68-<). 
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reconstruct the beginnings of speech: if language was " I1 
. .. h'ldl' orlgIna y 

developed by primitive, c I tke human beings of a f . I I' . . . air y Imlted 
mentahty, children can help reconstruct their ways P . h . . ' sammetlc us' 
children, It should be noted, have a different role- they' I 'I . . slmp y repro-
duce the world s first anguage With no hint of the way th t I a anguage 
came to be .. We shall see below, Sect. 5.2, that in Herodotus' 
History, foreign languages are generally fashioned t'n d accor ance 
with those who speak them. Yet Phrygian as a prt'mord' II . ' . ' la anguage, 
is not at all mtere.stmg or reveahng: Herodotus does not character-
ize the language m any way and It seems to be simply an ordi 
civilized tongue of ordinary civilized people. We should hanary 

h · h . H per ps 
conclude from t IS t at m erodotus' view the world's first I . . ' peope 
were cultured, but essentially ordmary. The mostoutstandin 1_ 

h . h k' d' .. gqua 
ity of P ryglan,. uman m s ongmallanguage, is a negative one, 
belying expectatIOns: the world's first language is not Egyptian and 
it is not a particularly primeval form of speech. 

In conclusion, Psammetichus' experiment is a complex, para­
doxical affair. On one level, the experiment was a huge failure. The 
reasoning underlying the king's trial is absurd and his alleged 
results are incredible. If the experiment ever took place, the king 
himself must have been sorely disappointed by its results and the 
youngsters he used may have never recovered from the experience. 
Yet, on a deeper level, the level of conjectural or philosophical 
history, Herodotus' tale could not have been more significant. 
Fewer individuals have left a stronger mark on the history of 
linguistic thought than Psammetichus and his children. 
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The Invention of Language 

Who invented language? In ancient accounts of the age of Kronos 
language is taken for granted, with human speech simply present 
from the very start of that ideal time. Very little attention is paid in 
tales of the golden age to the beginnings of the primeval human 
beings who live in close communion with the gods, and even less 
notice is given to the origins of their speech. 1 This is not true of the 
chief alternative model used by the Greeks to describe the original 
state of humankind, that of primitive men who originally resemble 
animals and subsequently acquire the arts of civilization. 2 Accounts 
of human progress are an important source for speculation on the 
origin oflanguage, since speech is often-but not always-included 
as a significant step in the acquisition of civilization. In such 
progress accounts we encounter primeval men before they have 
developed into civilized, speaking human beings. We accompany 
these beastlike creatures as they develop into full-fledged, articulate 
human beings, and observe, at times, how they acquire language 
after a period of initial speechlessness. If in the golden age we know 
only of the possession of speech, in progress accounts we learn of the 
acquisition of language. There is often a before and an after, a pre­
linguistic and post-linguistic stage, in narratives telling of man's 
progressive ascent from lowly beginnings. Consequently, when 
looking at the varied accounts which tell of humankind's primitive, 
primeval state and the subsequent establishment of civilization, we 
can ask a whole series of questions relating to the origin of language, 

1 See above, Ch. 2, passim. 
, U xkull-Gyllenband 1924; Lovejoy and Boas 1935; Havelock 1957; Guthrie 1957 

esp. ch,S. and 1969. iii, 60-8. 7<)-84; Col. 1967; Gatz 1967; Edelstein 1967; Dodds 
1973; Conacner 1980, 82-()7; Blunclell 1986, esp. ch. 7, a1l discuss ancient theories of 
prOfi(re8S. Gatz 1967. 144-6 presents a salutary warning about distinguishing too 
sharp I y between these two models-a descent from a golden age and an ascent 
toward. civilization-and notes that a whole series of ancient writers make use of 
both approaches)n different writings; see too Blundel1 1986, 105-0 . 

I. Gods as Inventors of Language 
113 

questions which were not relevant to golden age acco W unts. 88 a 
god, a man, or a group of men the source of human speech~ WhO h 
of the arts and techniques of civilization preceded the a : '. le f 

o cqUlSltlon 0 
language and whIch came after speech~ Was language 'd II . . acquIre a at 
once or only gradually, 10 stages? Where did words come from? In 
this chapter we shall look at the wide spectrum of answ . . . ers gIven to 
these questIons, answers found 10 a variety of ancient narratives 
telling of the development of human civilization and speech. 

Ancient progress narratives are presented in rather different 
forms. There are Kul~urgeschzchte texts, offering a hypothetical 
'historical' reconstructt~n of the life of early man. These analyses 
of cultural progress, whIch present a logical, connected aCCOunt of 
man's movement towards civilized life, can include a description 
of the ?evelopme.n t of language. J Elsewhere, we find catalogues of 
inventIOns or achIevements whIch led to the improvement of man's 
lot. Suc~ lists do no~ offer a connected or comprehensive history of 
civilizatIOn, but at tImes the very order in which human achieve­
ments are enumerated can be iIIuminating.4 Here too we sometimes 
find reference to the invention or acquisition of language. We shall 
see that discussions of the beginnings of language can also be found 
in other contexts, having little to do with the rise of civilization. The 
following survey of ancient sources telling of the invention of 
language is thematic, rather than chronological. 

I. GODS AS INVENTORS OF LANGUAGE 

The inventors of language are said to be either gods, individual men, 
or groups of men. The simplest hypothesis, perhaps, is that a god 
invented language and granted speech to men. If language is attri­
buted to a divine source, the questions of why or how speech came 
about need not arise. A god can grant language easily, to all human 
beings, and such a welcome gift does not have to be examined or 
explained.' Which ancient sources actually state that speech is a gift 
of the gods? At first sight, we might expect our earliest texts to state 

, See Cole '967. t-13 and 48-50 on the different kinds of progress nal"l'1lti-. Gab 
1967.230-1 has a vast compendium of ancient referf'flcestoprimitivt'earty~ 
his IIa, 5-6. Blundell 1986. 129 n. 2 has a list of pre-Socraticculturol histories, while 
Cote 196" S0-6lists later accounts. 

• Compare Cok 1967. 50 n. 8 with Conacher 1980, 86 (andp.w;.), 
, See Alltn 1948. 37: 'The theory of. divine origin rop ....... n. - priIJIIiIiw 

level of thought ... since it calls for no int.lI~tu.1 speculotion,' 



4. The Invention of Language 

that a god invented and gave language to men. The idea of gods as 
givers of arts goes back to Homer, but. in. Homer arts are given by 
deities to specific individuals or to limIted groups. Athena, for 
example, grants good sense and skill in weaving to Penelope and to 
the Phaeacian women.· It is only in later, post-Homenc sources that 
we find gods both inventing various arts and transmitting these dis­
coveries to humankind as a whole. In the Homeric hymns, for 
instance, Hermes invents a lyre, while Hephaestus and Athena 
teach men to build houses so that they will not live like animals in 
caves.' In Homer, humans, of course, already possess language, a 
mortal form of speech, and no mention is made of its source. We do 
know that this language differs from that of the gods. 8 There are sev­
eral instances in Homer of gods granting language and implanting 
speech in mute, non-human individuals, but these deities do not 
actually invent language. They grant specific creatures the power of 
speech, giving them the ability to use a language already created. We 
have seen that Hera endows Achilles' immortal horse Xanthus with 
articulate speech (Iliad 19. 404-18; see above, Sect. 1.4). The mas­
ter craftsman Hephaestus grants a human voice (avo~) to his golden 
mechanical handmaidens (Il. 18.419). The power of speech makes 
these subordinate women more efficient instruments, voiced or 
speaking tools. • Here we are reminded of a mortal craftsman whose 
statues are said to speak, Daedalus. Euripides' Hecuba wishes that 
she could be a statue fashioned by Daedalus with every part of her 
capable of speech; Daedalus' speaking statues are found in comedy 
as well.'· This legendary human sculptor, like Hephaestus and 
Hera, does not invent language or bestow it on mankind; at best, he 
grants the power of speech to inanimate objects. In Hesiod, as we 
have seen, two gods, Hephaestus and Hermes, endow Pandora with 
human language. Hephaestus places human speech inside her 

(0 Od. z. 1)6-17; 7. nO-II. 
7 Hymn to Hermes 39-54~ Hymn to Hephaestus 1-7. See too Pindar, Pyth. 12. 6ft'.; 

Aeschylus, PV 442ff.; Eur. Suppl. [94ff.-the two tragedies are discussed below. 
Further texts are cited by KleingUnther [933, 26-39 and O'Brien [967, slH:l with 
n.6 . 

• For a discussion of the language of the gods in Homer, see above, Sect. 2.3· 
, Compare the animals that are like speaking creatures 'woi'aw EO~K(ha q,wlI~EaaUJ 

(Tlwol/. 584) which Hephaestus fa.hion. on Pandora'. golden tiara. Athena and 
Hephaestul are also said to have built go1d statues which sang (Pindsr. Paean 8. 
70-'). 

,. Eur. H.c. 836-40 (with 1:); Plato Comicu8 fr. 204 K.-A. See Ka •• ell 1983; 
Morri. [992, 220ff.; Shiner 3001, 142-3. 
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( '··~v) while Hermes gives Pandora a voice (.I.c.nnl ) t h . avu·". . '1'-- . • ,v oget er WIth 
lies and deceItful tales. ThIS seems to be a new, specifically human 
language devised by the gods (Erga 61 ff.; see above Sect ) 

, .2·3 . 

Hermes 

Hermes is, in fact, the god most often credited with the invention of 
language. As the .me~senger g?d, he is frequently associated with 
speech, commuruca~lOn, and lOter!,~etation. Herrnes is found on 
threshol~s a~d PIIvdotlOg ?~ors, and IS lOst:umental in relating inside 
and outsIde, 10C u 109 gIvlOg external VOIce to internal thou ht H 

d h "fi 11 g . e is also offere t e tongue 10 sacn ces. Hermes' very name is used 
to form one of the words for speech, for <p/Lt}ve{a means the ex _ 

h b d 12 A 'I pres sion of thoug ts y wor s. eader of speech, ruler of wise voice', 
and the 'interpreter of logos to mortals', Herrnes is a master of com­
munication who is also an expert in devious, persuasive speech.1l 
The god not only equips Hesiod's Pandora with lies and deceit· he 
uses duplicity in his own affairs as well. In the Homeric Hym~ to 
Bermes the very young Hermes first lies to Zeus about stealing 
Apollo's cattle and then persuades Zeus to allot him a place among 
the gods. The two brothers Apollo and Hermes are both gods of 
communication, but are characterized very differently: 'Hermes the 
mediator and the man of wiles, Apollo the utterer of truth that sped 
unerringly towards its mark like the flight of an arrow.''' 

What of Hermes as an inventor of speech? It is possible that 
Plato's Socrates refers to this accomplishment of the god in the 
playful etymology he finds for Hermes' name in the Cratylus (4o'7e-
408b). Socrates first characterizes Hermes as someone whose 
activities all deal with speech: he is an interpreter, a messenger, a 
deceiver, etc. Socrates then derives 'Ep/Lijs-or the god's alleged 
original name Elp€/Lt}s-from the words eipnv (to speak) and £,..,,0810 
(devised), since Hermes devised speech (os TO eipEOV £/L"aaro). It is 
worth noting, incidentally, that it is the namesetter or ~ of 

11 See Gambarara 1989, esp. 8~[; Padel1992, 6-S; Vemant 1983, [a8-3O;AIim 
1948:,37 with n. 4; Kahn [978, esp. [SS-{i. Eustathius tells us that in sacrifioes doe 
ton .... i. dedicated to Hermes as a bestower of speech':" AGyoo a....;,.. (E'" o.t. 3. 
33a). 

" See e.g. Xen. M ..... 4. 3. [2 and the further references in SedIey 1973,60-
11 y.\W""'I< .p,,~o"'ia ....pij, l8vVTOp<l ftowij< (Nonnus, DiofCy •••. a&4); .w,.. """'i .. 7fpo(,;,.ra (Orphic Hvmn 28. 4). 
I< Zaidmanand Pantel [994, [96-7. ~tQo Detienneond V~ 1'''''41;0., 

I9&), 11(>-[[. 
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the Cratylus who is said to have given Hermes his suitable name: if 
Hermes had invented language we would have expected the god to 
have named himself. Etymologies aside, Socrates of the CratYlus 
rejects the idea of tracing first names to the gods, seeing this as too 
easy a solution to the aporia of the source of (correct) first words. 
Socrates compares resorting to the gods when dealing with the ori_ 
gin of earliest words to the tragedians' use of a deus ex machina to 
resolve their difficulties (42Sd)." 

It is probably only later, from the first century BCE onwards, that 
Hermes is presented as an inventor of language, presumably as a 
result of the syncretistic identification of the god with the Egyptian 
deity Theuth. I. Diodorus Siculus provides evidence for Hermes as 
an inventor oflanguage. In the first book of his Bibliotheca (1. 10 fr.), 
Diodorus narrates the mythical history of early Egypt, where man's 
accomplishments are not the result of a gradual process, but follow 
from a series of specific inventions by individual inventors. These 
outstanding inventors are subsequently granted immortality as a 
reward for their wisdom and service to humanity, according to 
Diodorus' euhemeristic account; several become kings of Egypt. 
The originally mortal Hephaestus for instance, discovered how to 
keep a fire going, and became Egypt's first king. Osiris, the third 
ruler, caused men to stop their cannibalism and during his reign, 
Hermes introduced language, writing, music, astronomy. Here it is 
plain that Hermes is identified with the Egyptian god Thoth or 
Theuth, who is credited with the invention of writing, the develop­
ment oflanguage, mathematical calculations, and the division of the 
calendar. 17 

Diodorus tells us that the common language was first articulated 
by Hermes and many nameless objects gained a name; he also states 
plainly that Hermes invented writing." Most scholars understand 

15 Socrates' partner in the dialogue. Cratylus, believes in a namegiver who assigns 
philosophically sound names which reveal essences and this leads him to postulate a 
divine inventor of words (Crat. 438c)-see below, Sect. 5. Elsewhere in the dialogue 
(397c) Socrates himself allows the possibility that some words originated with a 
superhuman power; see Daxter 1992, 42-3. 

16 See GambaTara 1989. 89'""'91 (with notes on 96) and the further references there. 
" Se. Plato. Phaedrns 274e-<l: Phi/elms (18aff.). where Theuth is said to invent 

writing and several other things, but not language; see further below, Sect. 2. Burton 
197;1, 77-9 brings some relevant Egyptian sources on Theuth's inventions. Cicero 
(In NaturQ Deorum 3. 56) points to Hermes' identification with Theuth and men­
tiona his invention of laws and letters. 

" 6m) yeip 1'0"'00 "'PWTOII p.b '7~1I 'Tf KO'~II 8'&'\fH''TOV a,ap9pw9ijVQt Kat ."o~~d. f1:Ijv 

"oo.,6,"*,1I 1'vXfiJl1f'poOT(Yop{as. nJv 'Tf fJpfolV 'Troll 'Ypa"..,..o.Twv YEVfUf}(u Diod. I. 16. 
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Diodorus' reference to a ~ommon language and the coining of 
names to mean that the god Invented language a8 well but th' . 

I.El h . h' k' ,lSpomt is moot. sew e~e In IS wor ,DlOdorus refers again to the tradi-
tion that Hermes Invented words and speech, only to reject the 
claim. '0 Horace, too,. describes ~Ioquent Hermes, who brings lan­
guage as a means of clvtllZlng prtmitive humans." 

Some of the strongest bits of evidence for the ancient view of 
Hermes as an Inventor oflanguage are negative. Philodemus a _ 

... , h S . D' , ppar 
endy cntlclZlng t e tOlC IOgenes of Babylon, states that no . 

,<, , Q')b l' PIOUS 
person (ovaELS WC1Et-'''!S e leves that Hermes invented speech. " The 
second-~entury CE ~pic~re~n, Diogenes of Oenoanda, argues in his 
long phIlosophIcal InscnptlOn that the arts are not a gift from the 
gods, but the product of men's needs and experience over time. 
Diogenes denies Athena any part in the invention of houses and 
clothing, and dismisses the hypothesis that Hermes taught the first 
words to earliest men, calling this view patent nonsense (1TEl'o+avr,s 
yap aUT,,! yE dooAwx{a fr. 12 Smith). The fact that Diogenes finds it 
necessary to ridicule the idea in such strong language probably indi­
cates that this characterization of Hermes as the inventor of lan­
guage was still popular in his time." (We shall see below, Sect. s, 
that Diogenes then goes on to attack the hypothesis that there was a 
single human creator oflanguage.) It is worth noting that in none of 
these texts-with the possible exception of Diodoms l. 16-dO we 
hear anything of the process of formulating or transmitting lan­
guage: it is simply a gift from Hermes. 

In one further source Hermes does not invent a single language, 
but divides languages among men. According to Hyginus (FaInJa 

" Cole(1967, 10!H), 185 withn. 26)arguesforeefullyth.tinthis~Hermes 
does not invent or articulate language per se. \\.1tat he does do, according to CoIe~ is 
create a common koint! for the Egyptians, who already have many dialects, andexpaod 
their vocabulary by coining new words for objects which have no designation. 

20 Diad. 5. 75; compare too I. 43. 6: the Egyptian priests say that Hennes wuthe 
inventor of the arts and technology. For more of Hermes' inventions and discoveries. 
see the sources cited by Thraede 1962, 1196 and U20-1 and. the discussioa. .. 
Kleingiinther 1933. z(j-3 1. 

It Mercuri./acunde m'pas Atlantis qui ferns cuitus hOflli ..... r«t'fttIIM t."8Qr~ 
(Odes I. 10. 1-3); compare too Ovid's reworking of Honltt's stanza (Fas'. 5· 64J-&), 
In the Satires (1. 3. 99 11'. ). Horaee describes humans as developing __ ... tMir 
own; see below, Sect. 3. 

" Philodemus. De Mwiea iv. p. 105 Kemke = SVFiii, fr. 90. pp. 234"'S(DioteMt 
of Babylon). 

" See too Anthologia Latioo 2. 1528 (=C ....... Epir. ISaS), where lw- .. 
term.d the inventor of money and giver of speech Iwri .......... 0( ........... -

the further reforences cited by Ni.bet and H"bbord IQ70. I aH. 
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143), men originally lived without towns and laws under the rule of 
Jupiter, speaking a single language (una lingua loquentes). Mercury 
then divided languages among the nations and discord arose. 
Perhaps we should understand here that Hermes first devises these 
various languages and then distributes them to men. 24 

Euripides'Supplices 

Hermes is not the only god credited with the invention of language. 
In Euripides' Supplices, an anonymous god is said to have given 
humans speech. In this tragedy. Theseus delivers a speech (201-13) 
in which he describes primitive man's ascent from beastlike begin­
nings to civilized life. Theseus' account is one of a series of passages 
telling of man's cultural development found in fifth- and fourth­
century Greek literature. These accounts of human progress-in 
the Prometheus Vinctus, Sophocles' Antigone, Gorgias' Palamedes, 
the Hippocratic tract On Ancient Medicine, Plato's Protagoras, 
etc.-are thought to reflect sophistic ideas in circulation at the time. 
In all these narratives, primeval man is said to have originally lived 
an animal-like existence, gradually improving his lot: there is no 
decline from a golden age. In some of these writings, humans are 
responsible for their own progress, while in others, as in the 
Suppiices, it is a god who enables men to acquire the arts of civiliza­
tion. In Euripides' play, Theseus credits an unidentified deity with 
establishing order for confused and brutish early humans: 

alvw 0 J oS' ~~rv {3{OTOV lK 1rf.q>VPP.EVOU 
Kat (JTlptwOOUS (JEc;JV oL€u'Ta8/Ll}aaTO 

I praise the god who brought order to our life from a confused and beastlike 
state. (Eur. Suppl. 201-2)" 

The adjectives used here to describe the life of primitive man, 
1T£<pvp,..lvo<; and lJ1}p.w/51}<;, confused and beastlike, are key words, 

1 .. Gatt 1967, .62 notes the likely influence of the biblical tale of the Tower of 
Babel here; see too Rose's comments ad loco in his edition of the Fabulae and see too 
below, Sect. 2. on Phoroneus. 

U In some anthropogonies--e.g. Archelau8 DK 60 A4-early men are barely dis­
tinguished from animals; see further Blundell 1986, 7()-80. O'Brien 1985 argues per­
suasively that the doctrine of man's moral and primeval brutishness can be traced no 
earlier than this very passage of the Supplices and that ideas about man's primitive 
beRinnings first circulated in the third quarter of the 5th cent. There are, however, 
earlier, 6th cent. references to man's progress-most notably Xenophanes fr. 18-
_d the discoveries made by men in the history of civili2ation; see too the references 
collected by 0'8ri.0 1967, 59-66; Kleingiinther 1933, 26-<). For general discussions 
of thew progress paslIgel!lsee the biblloMraphy cited in n. 2 above. 
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recurring in other p~og~ess ~ccounts. These words, along with 
another favounte adJecttve ~T~KTOS, disorderly, may have beea 
found in the very first descnptton of the animal-like existence of 
early man produced by a Greek thinker, and then been used time 
and again, as catchphrases, in subsequent depictions of primeval 
men.'" In our passage from the Supplices, a god is responsible t 
granting the arts of civilized life, including speech, to men, but th: 
civilization he brings is nonetheless presented as a series of progres­
sive developments. The arts granted by Theseus' god are described 
in an ascending order of sorts-intelligence, language, agriculture 
houses, navigation, commerce, divination-and such an order ~ 
more commonly associated with narratives in which it is human 
beings who gradually develop civilization by themselves." 

The very first act of Theseus' beneficent god is to grant human 
beings intelligence; next comes speech. In Euripides' words: 

1fPWTOV IJ-EV Jv8€~s crVVECHv, €tTa 8' &yye:"\ov 
yAwO'aav "\oywv oovs, WO'TE ytyvwaKEw Mra 

First he implanted in us intelligence, then gave us speech, words' messen­
ger, so that we might understand discourse. (203-4) 

These brief lines encompass a great deal more than a declaration 
that language is a gift from a deity, the kind of statement we have 
already encountered in relation to Hermes. Here we find traces of an 
interest in the process of language development. The god's first gift 
to men is intelligence (1TpWTOV ,..Ev EvIJ.l<; (1VVE<1tv); thought precedes 
language and is a prerequisite for speech. 28 Next, speech allows us to 
communicate our thoughts to others in words (.[Ta 11' ii~ 
yAW(1(1av A6ywv /5ou<;). Intelligence then comes into play again, so that 
we understand what is spoken (W(11"< Y'YVW(1KEtV o2J"a)." IfEuripides' 
tragic hero tells US that speech originated with a god, his description 

.. For " • .pvpp.£vo< see Liimmli 1962, i. 63 If. and the passages cited by Dierwer 
1977,29 n. 24. For 8~p,';'8w see the references in O'Brien 1985,265 n. 5 and 0;",-
1977,28 n. 17. Davies 1989, 18-19 with n. 5 brings further uses of ............ 

n See Conacher 1980,88-90 esp. n. 16. 
1& Commentators note a similar link between speech and intell~ iIs 

absence in beasts-in Euripides' Tto. (671-2): ""I"" T<l e.,p..o&< Q~ ..... t-­
lfHl T' aXP7]C17'OlJ 'T?7 4>t~(J£t T~ AE{7fET(lt (Yet an animal is \'oiceless by nature, Iac:kiae­
intelligence and wanting in its nature). .. . 

" For this interpretation of Suppl. 203""4 see Collard's excellent anaIysos. his 
commentary ad loc. (1975. ii. 163). Coll.rd rightly stresses th.tthetwo tiMo ...... 
J"OIlnd.d unit. 'IntelhR"nce i. given that we may think, speech tMt_ma.,.~­
nicate thought in words; the process in reverse allo ... ~ of wiIII • 
spoken. I 
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nonetheless includes a rudimentary attempt to analyse what lies 
behind language and to trace the relation between thought and 
speech. This brief analysis may well owe something to sophistic 
ideas on the subject. '0 

Prometheus 

In another fifth-century tragedy, the Prometheus Vinctus, we again 
find a god credited with granting a series of inventions and capaci­
ties to humans. (It does not much matter for our purposes if 
Aeschylus is the author of the play, for even those who deny authen­
ticity generally assign the tragedy a date in the 440S or 430S, a date 
even earlier than that of the Supplices.)" In two linked speeches 
(443-'7 1 ,476-506), Prometheus describes the series of discoveries 
and technai which he has freely presented to man. There are 
significant parallels between Prometheus' account of the rise of 
civilization in the PV and that of Theseus in the Suppliants. Both 
passages begin with a description of primitive man's sorry state, 
both present their catalogues of gifts in an ascending order, moving 
from humans' elementary physical needs to more sophisticated 
activities, and both include some of the same arts-farming, archi­
tecture, navigation, and divination-among these gifts." The 
author of the PV describes primitive man's original, pre-civilized 
state in some detail. His hero Prometheus portrays early humans as 
dreamlike creatures who confuse everything at random (.<pupov elKfi 
1TaVTaPV 448-50). 

They are witless (V'rrrrtou~ oV'Ta~ 443) and without judgement (aTEp 
yvwl'-TJ~ 456)," and as with the deity of the Supplices, Prometheus' 
first gift to them is intelligence. The god gives them sense and makes 
them the master of their minds (.vvov~ .IJTJKa Kat <ppevwv E1TTJfl6AOUS 
444). The second gift found in the Supplices is language, and while 
we are not actually told that Prometheus goes on to grant humans 

,. See Gatz 1967. 149. 
11 For the problem ofthe date and authenticity ofthe PV see e.g. the useful survey 

in Conacher 1980, 141-'74; see too the brief discussion with further bibliography in 
Griffith 1983, 31-S. The Supplices is usually dated to the 420S; see Collard '975, i. 
~14. 

U See the useful detailed comparison of the two passages in eonacher 1980, 
8~0. 

JJ Clay (1989. 1I4-16) notes that in the Hymn to llermer the young Hermes 
em:ounters a slow-witted old man (lines 92-3). who seems to represent a primitive 
phase of human existence, pre-agricultural and pre-political; the hymn's old man is 
reminiscent of the early, uncomprehending humans of the pv. 

I. Gods as Inventors of Language 
12.. 

speech, this is implied by our text. The confused and witless early 
humans certainly seem to lack language before Promethe taka 
them under his wing. They do not make proper use ofth us . . elr eyes or 
ears: they loo~ m vam and h~ar without listening ("A60vT£S .,..}" 
~KOVOV 448); thIs latt~~ expressIOn seems to imply that they do not 

comprehend speech. If Prometheus does not explicitly state that 
he gave hu~ans l~nguage, he. does tell of his gift of two more 
advanced skills which are assocIated with--and certainly require-­
language, the arts of number and writing. 

Kat jl~V apL8p.6v, egoxov aOftalLa.Twv~ 
l~rJ1jpov aVToiS'~ ypajlILaTwv -rE avv8eOEts: 

P.II~P.TJV U7TaVTWV, IJ-Ovaop.~TopJ EpyaV7JV 

And indeed I discov.ered for them number, outstanding among subtle 
devices and the combmmg of letters as a means of remembering all things 
the Muses' mother, skilled in craft. (PV 459-61) , 

The god's gift of language is, it seems, 'disguised' in these sub­
sidiary skills." Prometheus is, of course, a god, a beneficent deity 
who grants mankind a variety of arts as gifts, and that is an import­
ant feature of the PV as a whole. At the same time the detailed cata­
logue of his beneficial inventions is presented in a way not wholly 
suitable to the god. For one thing, elsewhere in the play, Pro­
metheus is first and foremost the bringer of fire. The fire he steals 
and conveys to men has a threefold role: it is an actual physical gift, 
the source offurther technology, and a symbol for all the arts." Yet 
Prometheus fails to mention fire--and technologies based on fire-­
in his speech on the gifts he grants mankind. (In fact, a great deal 
more is missing from this list of technai: the god ignores the social 
and political arts as well.) A second point worth noting is that 
Prometheus' catalogue of inventions is arranged on a graded, evolu­
tionary scale, and consequently resembles progress accounts in 
which it is humans who gradually and successively discover the arts 
of civilization to meet their changing and increasingly sophisticated 

l4 The expression in lines -447-8 f3).E1Tovns l~Anroll p.GT'lJI', KAVo.-ns m!w +r--is 
apparently proverbial-see Griffith's note ad loco (1983, 16s)-4>ut the variatioD of 
the verb in line 448 I(AVOl'TES OVI( ~-'~QQ.I!. may nonetheless point to the fact that before 
Prometheus first brought men speech the" neither listened to-nor~ 
words. See Dierauer 1977, 32 n. 4 (and compare 40 n. sI. 

" Thus Collard 1975, ii. 162 (ad SuppI. 203""4); _ H.",,1odt 1957. 57 ...t 
Gentinetta 1961, 79 n. I. Kahn IQSI, 103 suggests that IlftI!'IIII(e io _ ......... 
because it does not constitute" a tHItPW. 

.. S"PVlIo-lI, '53-4, 612-13; O'Brien 19/>7.60-04· 
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needs. When the god states at the end of his speech miaa., T'XVa.I 
flpoTo,alv €K llp0l-'T/IUws (PV 506), we are meant to remember that his 
name means 'forethought' and appreciate the play on words: all the 
arts come to mankind not so much from Prometheus as from 
(human) forethought and intelligence. Indeed, from the late fifth 
century onwards, Prometheus often serves as a symbol of human 
intelligence, inventiveness, and ingenuity.31 I t is not unlikely then 
that the catalogue of Promethean gifts in this section of the'pV i~ 
modelled upon descriptions of human discoveries and inventions 
made over the course of time. 

2. CULTURE HEROES AND FIRST MEN: PALAMEDES, 

THEUTH, AND PHORONEUS 

Here it is worth comparing Prometheus, the divine hero, with a 
human rrpwTos EvpeT11s, Palamedes. Palamedes is described as an 
inventor from at least the sixth century BCE onwards: Stesichorus 
already knows him as an inventor of letters. 38 He is no less a culture 
hero than Prometheus in classical Greek literature, and the two 
resemble one another in their resourcefulness and inventiveness.39 

Both Palamedes and Prometheus are credited with some of the same 
discoveries and inventions, most notably numeracy and writing!· 
Scholiasts commenting on our speech from the PV state that 
Aeschylus assigns Prometheus' inventions to Palamedes as well. 
Palamedes may well have learned these things from Prometheus, 
the scholiasts add." Modern scholars tend to view the relationship 
between the two great inventors the other way around and argue 
that it is likely that the author of the Prometheus Bound made use of 

," See Conacher 1980, 49-51; Griffith '983, 166-7 (ad 450--506),177-8 (ad 506); 
o Bnen 1967, 60--4. 

:: IT"I{]{XOpos . .' . TOY IlaAap.~S1Jv t/n}alv EUPTfI(£Va, [se. Ta (11'OLXei'a] (PMG 213). 
For the relation between the figures of the two culture heroes Prometheus and 

Palamedes, see O'Brien 1967,60--4; Thraede 1962, I198--g. Klein~unther (1933, 28 
and 8z) con~e.nds that Palamedes first became known as an inventor in 7th cent. Argas 
and was ongmaJiy known for his invention of weights and measures. Phillips ]957 
suggests that the figure of Palamedes stands for Minoan arts which were inherited 
and developed by the Mycenaean Greeks. 

40 For PaJamede~' inventions see e.g. Gorg. Pal. 30, Alcidam. UUx. :lZ. and the 
further references cited by Wust 1942,2505-8. 

41 See in particular Aeschylus, Palamedes fr. 1823 111 Radt (transmitted as a 
~olion on th~ invention of number at P V 459 Ka, ILW d.plllf.Lc}v ... ): Kat I-'~V 1'CUM-."v n}v 
.1I~(lUI [JoJ.o.f.L",al1 rrpOCl'ijl/lfJl [ac. Aeschylus)- rows Be KdKf'iJlos tNra TOU npoWfJ(JEW~ 1p.a8£ 
ra111'4. 

2. Culture Heroes and First Men 
123 

a speech by Palamedes in which the human hero en . . d . . ., utnerated b 
discoveries an mventlOns. 

A fragment from a Palamedes tragedy underlines the r~ 
blances between Prometheus and ~alamede8. The hero tella how 
he brought order to the Greeks by mtroducing them to the use of 
number. 

E~€LTa ,,:aC111~ ~>J..a8o~ Kat ~VI'~XWV 
fjwv S".pK1)C1 OV70. ,"ptv 7rE.pVp,.,.Evov 
81Jpa{v 8' OI'OWV 1TpiiJTa p.a. 1"OV 7ro.vuo4>ov 
&.pLBJdw "fIVp"flK' ;goxov aoq,tUlJ.aTClJV 

Then I ordered the lives of all of G.reece and her allies, which had previous­
ly been confused and beasthke. FIrst of all, I discovered all-wise nwnber 
outstanding among subtle devices. (Adesp. fr. 470 Nauck' = Aea' 
Palamedesfr. 181a Radt)4J . 

Palamedes' description of the art of number or arithmetic (a .0 ' 
"t .J.')··d· I . h I' /AM •.• E~ 0xov aO,/,I<11-'aTWV IS I entIca WIt that of Prometheus in the PV 

(459), and he uses the same key phrases to describe the chaotic and 
animal-like life of the Greeks and their allies fl{ov ... 7r£+u~ 
8"1pa{v (J' Ol-'o<Ov which we have found in the accounts of pre-civilized 
man in both the PV and the Supplices (above, Sect. I with n. 26). 
Palamedes is assigned, in a variety of sources, the invention of arith­
metic and writing, the arts which are closely linked to--;md in the 
PV implicitly refer to-the invention of language. Was Palamedes 
seen as the inventor of language as well? 

Apparently not. There is an inherent difficulty in supposing that 
a historical figure-or a legendary, mythological figure who is 
assigned a historical setting-invented language'" How could the 
-rrPWTOS €VPET~S of speech be a named figure who belongs to a recog­
nizable world which is filled with other speaking figures, and still be 
said to have invented language? Plato's Socrates points to the 
difficulties posed by viewing Palamedes both as a historical figure 
and the inventor of a primary art. In the Republic (7. 52zd), Socrates 
argues that while Palamedes supposedly invented number at Troy, 
thus facilitating the ordering of the army and the counting of ships. 
one can hardly imagine that before Palamedes came aIoog. 

41 Thus Sommerstein 2000, 121-2 with n. 8, who thinks that the pJ-l' was ~ 
decades after Aeschylus Palamedes, the source of inspiration fur ~' 
speech; compare Kleinllunther 1933.83. 

.u Fordiscussions of this adespotoN fragment and its attribution, see 0) .... ... S, 
''11-1 with n, 32; Somrllerstein 2000,121-3; Con.cher.98o, 9Owi ...... ',-11.. 

.. Seethe remarks "t' Phillips "957, a76-7. 



4. The /1If)ention of Language 

Agamemnon had no idea how many feet he had!" If it is difficult to 
imagine an innumerate Agamemnon at Troy, a mute Agamemnon 
is an impossibility. The historical setting assigned Palamedes points 
to a major difference between the mortal culture hero and Prome. 
theus. Prometheus is a deity, remote in time and space, while 
Palamedes belongs to the 'real' world and the 'historical' period of 
the Trojan War. If some of Palamedes' inventions overlap with 
those of Prometheus, the hero of the PV also grants to humans more 
basic or crucial arts, such as fire, the domestication of animals, and 
navigation. Perhaps because he is a 'historical' personage, and not a 
hero of long ago who is lost in the mists of time, Palamedes is gener. 
ally credited with the invention of secondary arts or subsidiary 
skills, rather than more primary discoveries. He is said, for instance, 
to have invented fire beacons, rather than fire, or three meals a day, 
but not agriculture.'· By the same token, we should allow Palamedes 
his discovery of arithmetic and writing but-unlike the case of 
Prometheus in the PV--exclude the possibility that he invented 
language." In some sources, Palamedes is not credited with the 
j1lf)ention of writing, but only with the addition of individual letters 
to the Greek alphabet, removing him even further from the inven· 
tion of speech .•• 

Another culture hero worth mentioning here is the Egyptian god 
Theuth, as described by Plato. We have already encountered 
Theuth in relation to Hermes. In Plato, Theuth also bears a strong 
resemblance to Palamedes and many of the discoveries assigned to 
Palamedes are attributed to Theuth in the Phaedrus (z74c-d). 
Theuth, too, is said to have invented mathematical arts-that is, 

., Adam in his commentary ad loc. (1907. ii. 108) interestingly notes that the 
knowledge of number is one of the characteristic differences between man and the 
lower animal~ee PI. Tim. 39b and [PI.] Epinomis 978c. Speech, of course, is 
another such marker. 

.. See e.g. Gorg. Pal. 30; Soph. NaupJius fr. 432 Radt. In later sources, such as 
Philostratus' Heroicus (33. I), Palamedes i5 depicted as a universal culture hero with 
powers closer to those of Prometheus, inventing the seasons and cycle of months, and 
naming the year-see Kurke 1999.250; see too Blundell 1986, 11. 

.7 Compare Kurke 1999. esp. 250-1 on Palamedes' list of inventions (in Gorgias 
Pal. 30) as representing 'a kind of second-order organizing principle'. with e.g. the 
military tactics he invents used to organize fighting men, while weights, measures, 
and number regulate material property. Compare too the characterization of 
Theuth's inventions in Ferrari 198,.280-1 n. 21 and see immediately below. 

.. See e.g. Theophrastus, Peplos fr. 735 (Fortenbaugh); Plut. Quaesl. Conv. 
7Jae-f; Hyginus, Fab. '77 and the further sources cited by W(lst 1942, 2s06 and 
JefI'ery 1967, 155-'7 with n. 10. 

z. Culture Heroes and Fint Men I', 
rithmetic, geometry, astronomy--as well as games, draught. diu 

:nd, most import~nt of all, writing." In the Phaednu Th~th ~ 
termed a god, a daImon (note T,va (JEWV ... Tt/l 8a{p.ov, Z74C), butelae_ 
where in Plato his status is more fluid and Socrates is uncertain if he 
is a god or a divine man (EiTE ns {JEOS EiTE Kal (JEfos av{Jpw7ToS Philebtu 
19b). If in later Greek writers Theuth is associated with Hermes as 
an inventor of speech, in Plato he is credited only with writing and 
this may be related to his status as a minor deity, at best. Plato's 
Theuth, like Palamedes, is a lesser inventor and benefactor than 
prometheus. 

Both Palamedes and Theuth point to the distinction between 
first- and second·level-or essential and non·essential--arts and 
inventions and we find two interesting uses of this distinction else­
where in Plato. In the 'city of pigs' outlined by Socrates in the 
beginning of the Republic (3 69a ff.), there are men to provide food, 
shelter, clothing, and the other essentials of life. '0 Builders, farmers, 
weavers, and shoemakers form the core of the first simple city: 
clearly theirs are the essential crafts. Carpenters, herdsmen, sailors, 
merchants, smiths, and other craftsmen are then added to the city as 
well. When Glaucon insists upon raising the standard of living, 
Socrates includes yet another echelon of non·essential craftsmen 
such as sculptors, painters, musicians, poets, actors, children's ser­
vants, barbers, cooks, confectioners, doctors, etc. These additional 
arts transform the city into an inflated and luxurious place. We find 
another description of the bare minimum of civilization in the open­
ing of book 3 of the Laws (676aff.).51 The Athenian Stranger of the 
Laws does not attempt to go back to the earliest existing state to traoe 
the very beginnings of civilization and civic life. He sees civiliza­
tions as repeatedly flourishing and then failing, in cyclic fashion, 
and consequently investigates a hypothetical primitive state, estab­
lished by survivors of a catastrophic flood. The survivors are shep­
herds with no memory of citycraft or the use of metal and tools. 
They are lonely and glad of each other's company, and lead a simple 
life, living on milk and meat. The god is said to have ensured that 
technologies such as fire, pottery, and weaving survived from berore 

.. PI. Phaedr. 274c-d. s .... Ferrar; 1987,280-1 n. 21 ondNiab~ 1<J9S, I...,.. 

on Palamedes and Theuth . 
50 Uxkull.Gyllenband 192., 20 suggests that Plato's 'city of pip' - ~ 

by Protagota •. 
" SeeCole 1967. 97-106 for a detailed .na~i.oftt.i.puoace. 



u6 4. The Invention of Language 

the cataclysm to allow men to develop, and it seems clear that speech 
is preserved as well (678e-679b)." Humans have clothing, bedding, 
housing, and other necessary utensils, but lack many of the more 
advanced civilized skills, such as the art of writing (680a). Such men 
seem to need a Palamedes or a Theuth, rather than a Prometheus. 
The Athenian Stranger, incidentally, presents this age of innocence 
and simplicity as an idyllic time. The survivors will subsequently 
form a community, wall their cities, and codify laws, thus leading to 
a full-fledged civilization, complex and contentious. 

One further group worth noting in this context of culture heroes 
are first men. The Greeks have no overall generic ancestor of 
humanity, no Adam, and we find instead a series of first men who 
serve as the mythical ancestors of inhabitants of different areas of 
Greece. These first men are transitional figures, men who are 
of divine, autochthonous, or miraculous origin themselves, but who 
then proceed to beget historical descendants, thus serving as fathers 
of their different tribes. Phoroneus, the mythical ancestor of the 
Argives, was one such first man, and he is an antediluvian, that is, he 
lived before the flood of Deucalion. Phoroneus is the son of the river 
Inachus and the ash tree Melia and is termed in the Phoronis, an 
anonymous epic dated to the seventh or sixth century BeE, the father 
of mortal men." We learn from a much later source, Pausanias, that 
the Argives believed that Phoroneus-rather than Prometheus­
was the source of fire for men. Pausanias also states that Phoroneus 
introduced scattered men to communal life, founding the first city. 
Elsewhere he is termed the first king and is said to have initiated the 
worship of Hera. 54 While Phoroneus is assigned an important role in 
civilizing humans-giving them fire, initiating religious worship, 
gathering men into an organized community, and serving as a 
king-he nonetheless is not said to have invented language. Such an 
invention seems beyond the ken of even first men. Indeed there is a 
certain tension between the role of first man and that of culture hero, 
as we can see from Pausanias' discussion of Pelasgus, a first man of 
Arcadia. Pelasgus, said to be born from the earth, is also a first king. 

!l Compare the myth of the Politicus (z68eff.; see above, Sect. 2.1) where men 
begin fully grown and fully intelligent, with the world revolving under divine guid~ 
llnCe. After a while, the god releases the world, and men gradually lose all memory of 
divine order. Do they lose language as well? 

If 1ra-r'pa 8vryT';'V &.~8pUnrwJ) Phoronis fr. J. See too "'PWTOII av8pw1ToV YEV£o8al 
~~.ilaul FO,H 2 F 238 and see,Plato, Tim. 22a. 

PaU8. 2.19· 5; 2.15.5; Hygmu8, Fab. 143. 

3· The Great Myth of the Protago 
ru 12'; 

He invented huts.for shelter and introduced the use of.heepekm 
coats and the eatmg of acorns. Pausanias, while telling of t"-
accomplishments, suggests that others must have b bo een m at the 
same time, for Pelasgus could hardly have been a kin . h g wit . out sub-
J·ects." There are other first men who introduce va . f 

., . '. '. nous eatures of 
civlhzatiOn-Deucahon for mstance IS saId to have & d d .. . lOun e CIttes, 
built temples, and been a first kmg after the flood-but fth ". none 0 ese 
named heroes IS aSSIgned the mvention of speech.'. 

Not all Greeks saw themselve~ as descendants of first men and 
some, most notabl~ the Athemans, described their origins in 
another way. They vIewed themselves as autochthonous, created or 
arising from the ~arth. Perhaps such first, earthborn men come to 
light eqUIpped WIth language, but Greek is nowhere presented as an 
autochthonous tongue." 

3. THE GREAT MYTH OF THE PROTAGORAS 

Let us return to Prometheus. Prometheus of the PVbestows upon 
huma~ a whole s~ries of arts, with the power of speech apparently 
followmg upon hIs very first bequest, that of intelligence. In the 
famous myth of the beginnings and evolution of human society, 
attnbuted to Protagoras by Plato (Prot. 320c8-323e4), Prometheus 
is again a beneficent culture hero who grants men unique gifts, but 
the god plays a smaller role in actually shaping humans." In 
Protagoras' myth, men start out in life naked, unshod. without 
coverings, and unarmed, and Prometheus steals for them technical 
wisdom together with fire (T~V EVTEXVOV (Joq"av aVv 7TV,H Prot. 
32IdI-2). This gift of practical sagacity-the use of fire and its tech­
nologies--seems to be the equivalent of the intelligence bestowed 
upon humans by the anonymous god in Euripides' Suppliants and 
the faculty of reason given by Prometheus in the PV as a first gift. ,. 
In the two tragedies, the gods continue to grant men further arts and 
abilities, including speech, but Protagoras' Prometheus simply 

" Paus.8. I. 4-5. 
50 Apoll. Rhod. 3. 108f>--9. For some further first men and culture heroes .... Sibs 

191 .. ", 27-9 (with notes on 105); Guthrie 1957. 21-8 with notes on 112-18; O'Briea 
1985,274 with n. 44. 

n See Loraux 2000, esp, 4,-8. 
. ,. It is impossible to determine the extent to which the sophist Prot:atons' own 
Id .... nd writings underlie the myth narrated by the Platonic chara<:1« '~'. 
See •. g. Morg.n 2000, 136 with n. 4; Havelock 1957. 407-9.un~Y""""'~ 
debate. .. Se.. Gllthrie '957, ~ ....... .,. 
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gives men these basic technical skills: humans then develop the fur­
ther arts and crafts by themselves. In Protagoras' myth, then, 
Prometheus does not bestow speech upon early men but sets human 
beings on the path that will allow them to devise language by them­
selves. Interestingly, religion is said to be the very first thing 
humans turn to after being granted fire and practical wisdom, even 
before they develop language. 

l!:7I'Et01] 8~ J avOpw7I'os 8£{as J.LETlaXE ,."otpa~ J ,"pWTOJ.l IlJv O~a Ti]V TOV Beau 
av')"YivE,a~ {<pwv "OVOV 8EOUS €V0J.UOEV. Kat J1reXE{pt;t {JWfWVS" rE loprJEu8at Ka; 
«yaAp4Ta 8ewv. 

Since man shared in the divine, first of all, because he was akin to the gods, 
he worshipped them uniquely among living creatures, and began to estab­
lish altars and statues. (Prot. 322a) 

The priority assigned to religion in this outline of the develop­
ment of human civilization is curious. For one thing, we would not 
expect Protagoras-an acknowledged agnostic, if not an atheist-to 
place such emphasis on homage to the gods. It is also difficult to 
understand how religious worship and the construction of altars and 
statues could have come before language and before the feeling of 
piety (a;ow~) which men will acquire only later, when Zeus bestows 
the political virtues (Prof. 322C). Commentators generally explain 
away this depiction of religious worship as man's earliest activity. 
They point out that such devotion to the gods is simply a part of the 
mythological trappings of Protagoras' tale, and the priority of reli­
gion has been interpreted as 'a handsome compliment to the divine 
"givers" of all the arts' .6. Whatever the intent of our passage in the 
Protagoras, it is worth digressing and taking a brief look at both 
these suggestions-that is, that religion preceded speech and that 
men built without using language for communication-as they 
appear in much later Western writings. 

Religion and Protolanguage 

The assumption that religious feelings precede language certainly 
features in later European thought. Indeed, sentiments related to 
the divine were sometimes seen as the very impetus of language. 
Vi co speaks ofa 'divine ... language expressed by wordless religious 
acts or divine ceremonies', a language preceding articulate speech. 

.. Vlssto9 1956, ix~x n. 1 r; see Guthrie 1957. 8~ with 141-2 nn. )0-1 I; Kerferd 
1981, 168. R.ene-han 1981, 2SI-2 collects passages in later authors, from Aristotle 
onwarda, which stress that man, alone of al1 the animals, shares in the divine. 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoras 
. . 1;29 

Speech itself was msplred by fear of the heavens, according 

V'co ., Others, too, contend that recognition of the . to 
I . . nummoUll or 
we of the heavenly bodies lay at the very foundation f la ' a .. 0 nguage. 
Accordin~ to Max Muller, language began with a first sign--a 
graphic sign, rathe~ than a gestu~e or a sound-meant to refer to 
men's very first object of worship, the sun. The intuition of the 
divine, implanted m humans by God at their vety creatio 

b d 'a: n, was 
given di~erent name~. y 11lerent peoples in Muller's view. (It is 
not surpnsmg that M ulle~, a scholar of Sanskrit-the ancient lndo­
European language used III a great body of religious texts--so ht 
to link language and religion in this way. )6' ug 

Another theory is that language was invented by men of rei' .. 
The Soviet linguist Nikolai Marr (1864-1934) suggested th~: 
words of all languages could be traced back to four original ele­
ments. Each of these four elements was connected with a certain 
tribal totem, invented by shamans or magicians for secret, profes­
sional purposes, according to Marr. (Stalin himself would argue 
against Marr's theories in 1950 .)63 In our own time, Eric Gans, uti­
lizing the work of Rene Girard, argues that language first arose in a 
sacral context. Speech developed from the cries which accompanied 
the collective ritual sacrifice of a marginal member of society, 
according to Gans. He suggests that early language possessed an 
exclusively religious or ritual function. The original vocabulary was 

rare and sacred and consisted of a set of variations on the name of 
god." (Gans conceivably would argue that the early humans of 
Protagoras' myth begin speaking by devising names for the deities 
they worshipped.) Another theory is that language developed from 
rnantras or ritual chants which accompanied the performance of 
rites: speech originated when meanings were attached to mantrllS, 
by chance.6 ' Other modern scholars speak more generally of rituals 
as preceding and leading to the development of language. Terence 
Deacon, in a recent comprehensive analysis of the co-evolution of 
the human brain and language, suggests that ritual may underlie 
language. He sees the development of symbolic thinking---1lld oon­
sequently language-as growing out of ritual practices." 

.. Vieo, New Scienre, Q2Q; 377; 447; see .bove, Sect .•.•. 
n See Gans 1999b, and Olender 1992, ch. s . 
.. See Beaken 1996,3-4, 106-7; Robins '990, u<rJO . 
" See Gans IQ81,esp. 10-13, and 1999". 

.. See 8t .. I'994, 358<>-2 and compare Durkert .996. ch. ., .... ~ 
'" Deacon IQQ7~ set' too Knight 1998. 
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Archaeological findings are also used to link religious worship 
and language, but in reverse fashion: the ritual-related material 
remains of early humans, such as deliberate burials, symbolic grave 
goods, and cave paintings, are sometimes thought to demonstrate 
their possession of language. Such artefacts, it is argued, point to 
human cognitive and communicative capabilities, with people 
clearly thinking about (and discussing) the concepts of self,life, and 
death.·' The rich material culture of Upper Palaeolithic people, 
who lived some 35,000 years ago, is particularly interesting. It is 
thought that Upper Palaeolithic people chanted or sang ritually in 
front of their cave paintings of animals. 68 Such Palaeolithic paint­
ings are perhaps analogous to the statues of Protagoras' myth: we 
can picture, if we like, Protagoras' first men chanting to their sculp­
tures of the gods, with their chants then leading into speech. 

In the ancient world, Protagoras is unusual in having religious 
rituals precede speech. Other Greek thinkers who sketch the devel­
opment of civilization normally describe religious practices as aris­
ing after the acquisition oflanguage. Both in the PV (484-99) and in 
the Supplices (21 1-13), a beneficent god grants the skills of divina­
tion and interpretation of omens and sacrifices to humans only after 
he gives them language. In other accounts, such as that of the Stoic 
Manilius (Astronomica I. 66-<)8), early humans develop language by 
themselves and only subsequently turn to worship of the gods and 
the interpretation of divine signs. Epicurus and his followers, 
Lucretius and Diogenes of Oenoanda, also included both a descrip­
tion of the beginnings of language and an analysis of religion and the 
fear of gods in their surveys of the origins of civilization. Book 12 of 
Epicurus' lost work On Nature ("<P' cpva<ws) dealt with mankind's 
cultural development and apparently told of the origin of language 
before discussing how men first came to believe in and worship the 
gods: religion, in Epicurus' account, arises only after men possess 
speech and this is true of his followers as wel!. 69 We shall see below 
that according to Epicurus, Lucretius, and Diogenes of Oenoanda, 
speech is due to the natural and creative powers of humans. Indeed, 

61 See e.g. Lieberman 1998,80-1 and 139 and see the further references below, nn. 
79 and 151. 68 Leakey 1994, 109-U. 

6\1 See Lucretius, DRN 5. I028ff., 1161 ff. and Diogenes Oen. frr. 12, 16-20 

Smith; both of which apparently derive from Epicurus, Nat., book 12. See Obbink 
1996, 306 and the further evidence he cites there for the content of Epicurus' lost 
work. See too Long and Sedley 1987, ii. 145-6 and compare Epicurus, Ep. Bdt. 75-7 
for a similar sequence of a discussion of religion following upon an analysis of the ori­
,in oflanguoge. 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoras 
IJI 

it is up to humans to nurture the natural development of language . 
these accounts, for the tranquil and self-sufficient E . III . plcurean god. 
who have no real role m the world, do not influence the d I ' 

• .' • 70 eve 0PInent 
of CIVIlizatIOn. 

In general, once language is removed from the realm of the gods 
the source of speech, a universal aspect of human civilization, m~ 
be explained. When European thinkers of the seventeenth 

. . fi d . h h b . century 
became dlssatls e Wit t e ellef that language was of divine 
ancestry and was granted to ~u.mans by God, they turned elsewhere 
in order to account for the ongm of speech. Language became secu­
larized, as it were, and assigned to humans: speech dropped from its 
high status as God's creation and became a property of ordinary 
creatures, even lowly and uneducated ones, in the seventeenth 
century.7I Richard Simon, one of the earliest scholars of modern 
biblical criticism, cites Epicurus, Lucretius, and Diodorus of Sicil 
on the beginnings of language, when he attempts to refute the id~ 
of a God-given language in his Histoire critique du Vieux Testament 
of 1678. These classical writers provided Simon with a basis for a 
natural explanation of the origin of language. Simon, incidentally 
also used the writings of the Church Father Gregory of Nyssa whe~ 
outlining his theory, for Gregory argued that God did not create a 
language for primeval humans, but gave them the capacity to do 
so themselves. 72 Simon hoped to avoid being accused of heresy, 
but nonetheless scandalized his contemporaries. Slightly earlier, 
Simon's contemporary, Bernard Lamy managed to eat his cake and 
have it too. Lamy in his Rhetoric of 1675 credited humans with the 
creation of language, basing his arguments in part on Diodorus of 
Sicily, but then disavowed this 'fable' and presented the 'true' 
biblical account. 7J The question of the divine origin of language 
continued to trouble eighteenth-century figures. Johann Peter 
Siissmilch presented to the Berlin Academy in 1756 his argument in 
favour of language coming from God. In a paper subsequently pub­
lished under the title 'An attempt to prove that the first language 
originated not from Man but from the Creator alone', 7' Siissm.i1ch 

70 For the Epicurean gods see above, Sect. 2.2 with n. 7S-
71 See de Grazia 1980. 
" Gregory of Nyssa, ('ontra Eunomiu", 2. 253""'4 (p. 287 Joeger). 
" See Ricken 1994, 134-<1; Eco 1995,86. 
" 'Versuch eines Beweises daB die erste Sprache au- U ........ aidIt -

Menschen, sondern allein vom Schopfer erholten habe'; tile .....t - ........ .. 
t766. 
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argued that language is orderly and beautiful, and consequently 
could not have been formulated by chance, but needed a reasonable 
being to design it. Since man could not have reasoned without lan­
guage, God must be the source of language." Siissmilch-perhaps 
the last of strong voices in favour of a divine origin of language--was 
responding to an earlier lecture that same year by Pierre Moreau de 
Maupertuis which took the human invention of language for 
granted. Man, Maupertuis argued, discovered and perfected a use­
ful tool.'· Samuel Formey, the Permanent Secretary of the Berlin 
Academy, was then careful to formulate the subject of the 1759 prize 
essay in open terms: Could man left to his own devices, invent lan­
guage? And how could he do so?" Johann Gottfried Herder would 
win the prize with an attack on Siissmilch's views: he argued in 
favour of humans developing language by means of reflection, 
because of their cognitive faculty." We have seen (above, Sect. 3.3) 
that one way to circumvent the fraught issue of the divine origin of 
speech was to outline a purportedly fictitious scenario of how lan­
guage could have developed by those isolated from human society. 
Another option was to assume that after the flood, or after early 
humans were dispersed in punishment for building the Tower of 
Babel, people became bestial and speech was lost. 

While thinkers who deny the existence of gods and see religion as 
a product of human minds often find it necessary to explain the 
human invention of language, our myth shows that attributing lan­
guage to a human source need not entail godlessness. Protagoras, 
who sees language as coming after-and possibly in the wake of­
religion, nonetheless allows that men developed speech on their 
own. The intelligence which makes human speech possible is of 
divine origin in Protagoras' myth, but language itself comes from 
human creativity and ingenuity. 

11 Rousseau was similarly concerned with the relation between language and 
thought, since, in his view, early humans needed words in order to refer to concepts, 
and concepts in order to form words. Siissmilch apparently formulated this aporia 
independently of Rousseau; see Stam 1976, 102; Ricken 1994. 145-6. 

7. See Stam 1976, 97-103 for a good summary of the arguments of Maupertuis and 
Su .. milch. 

11 The essay question of 1769 was formulated in French: En supposant les 
hommesabandonnes 8 leur facultes naturelles, sont~ils en etat d'inventer le IBngage? 
Et par quell moyens parviendront-ils d'eux~m@mes a cette invention? 

" See Stam 1976, 11 I-~7 for a useful discussion of Herder's views. 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoraa •• 
Building and Language 

What of the suggestion in the Protagoras myth that b ·Id' . Ut tng pre-
ceded language? Modern thmkers often assume that early humans 
used tools and controlled fire--that is, possessed Protagor ' ·ft of 

• -I.'" Ilbf asgt "';'v EVTEXVOV <1o,!"av <1VV 1Tvp,-we e ore they turned t ch ,./ , . 0 spee , 
Homo hablizs, the tool user, and homo erectus, Who used fire ced 

. h .,. L ' pre e 
the loquacIOUS omo sapiens, anguage and building are often 
linked by ancient writers when describing the progress of civiliza­
tion (below, Sect. 5) and the Greeks used metaphors from construc­
tion to describe the elements of speech, the 'building blocks' of Ian­
guage,just as we do, Dionysus of Halicarnassus, for instance, has an 
analogy between a builder putting a house together of stone timber 
and brick, and the good arranger of words, carefully co:nb~ 
nouns, verbs, and other parts of speech. Lucretius extends this anal­
ogy to the fashioning of the world: he compares the composition of 
physical objects by means of different arrangements of atoms to the 
composition of words through different arrangements of letters. III 

The most striking Western tale linking building and language use 
is, of course, the biblical story of the Tower of Babe!. Protagoras' 
picture of pre-linguistic men constructing altars and statues of the 
gods is, in effect, a reversal of the story of Babe!. In the Bible, men 
incur divine wrath by building a tower meant to rival the heavens 
and are then punished by a confusion of languages; here, mute men 
build objects, perhaps jointly, in order to celebrate the gods, and 
their ability to speak comes only later. Irish grammarians of the 
seventh century CE will contend that the very materials of the Tower 
of Babel-the clay, water, bitumen, etc,-represent the various 
parts of speech: the structure of language and the construction of the 
tower are analogous!' In a twentieth-century variation on the BabeI 
myth, Wittgenstein outlines a simple builders' language. Wittgen­
stein imagines a primitive, four-word language, with a vocabulary 

79 On homo habitis and homo erectus see Bickerton 1990. ch. 6. For the vued. ques­
tion of the date of th,· beginnings of language and the likelihood that --­
already possessed language, see e.g. Beaken 1996, I1J-4; Leakey 19')4, xiv, I~ 
154-6; see too belo\\'. n. 15 I. 

.. Dion. Ha!. De C.",p. "erb. 0; Lucretius, DRN I. 81S~ 9 ..... :110, __ See 
Friedliinder '94' and compare the discussion in the C,.ty/tu (~sb.l---' 
ing words from primary elements (aboYe, Sect. a.I). Aristophones 100&. pIQNI 
description of the tragedian Agathon bending verbal timben iMo shope ......... 
and gluing songs t()~rther (The,,". 52--4). 

" Set Eco 1995,11>-17. 
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consisting of four elements taken from the world of construction: 
'block', 'pillar', 'slab', and 'beam'. The builder calls out these words 
and an assistant brings him the corresponding items.·2 We can, if we 
wish, imagine Protagoras' early humans beginning to speak by 
developing precisely such a builder's language, inventing (together) 
names for the parts of the altars and statues they construct (to­
gether)." Another very concrete language worth noting in this 
context is described by Jonathan Swift in Gulliver's Travels (pt. 3, 
ch. 5). Swift tells of men who express themselves not by means of 
words but of things, 'since words are only names for things'. These 
learned men of Lagado carry on conversations by displaying the 
things they carry about with them in a sack. Swift may in fact have 
been influenced by Aristotle, who, in the Sophistici Elenchi 
(165'6 ff.), says that since we cannot carry with us the things we wish 
to talk about, we use words instead of things, as tokens (avll-{3o).a).'· 
Perhaps Protagoras' early men conversed in stone, metal, or wood­
the materials of their altars and statues-before learning to use 
words. 

Articulated Speech: Xenophon, Diodorus, and Archelaus 

It is time to look at the second stage of human cultural progress in 
Protagoras' account, language. Plato's Protagoras has a brief but 
tantalizing description of men inventing speech, after building 
altars and statues for the gods. 

f7Ttif,TQ ,PWVT,V Kat OVOj-LQTa Taxv 8~7Jp8pwaaTo in T€XVrJ 

Next man quickly articulated speech and names through his skill. (PI. 
Prot·322a) 

Here, unlike the texts we have seen so far, it is human beings who 
develop language, using the skills they already possess (Tfj T€xvll): 
Prometheus' role in the growth of civilization is limited to the initial 
provision of fire and technical wisdom. We do not hear of a single 

u Wittgenstein 1953, 3, §2; see Harris 1980, 41-3 and 53-4 for an analysis of 
Wittgenstein's elementary language. 

&} It is interesting to note a passage in the Platonic Alcibiades (I I la-c) where 
Socrates, when demonstrating that Greek speakers all agree on the meaning of 
words, uses 'stone' and 'wood' as examples of quintessential words. (For sticks and 
stones as 'paradigms of the contemptibly commonplace', see the passages collected 
by Denyer (2001) 123) in his note ad Ale. I1 IbI [-Cl.) See too the first words sup~ 
posedly taught by Diogenes ofOeno.nd.'s hypothetical schoolteacher (fr. 12 Smith; 
below, Sect. sJ. 

... SeeWhitaker 1996, II withn.s, 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoras 
'n 

human inven.t~r of speech and men apparently develop language 
together in a JOInt. effort. No coherent theory of the development of 
language is provided here and the process is summarized . 

. h' In a 
d'fficult SUCCInct p rase: man articulated speech (.J. ' 
1'. \f'WV1JlI • • . 
S'''Ip8pwaaTo) and (mvented) names (Ka, clV0ll-aTa). We can under_ 
stand, perhaps, that Protagoras' bnef description encompasses two 
different facets of the i~vention of language. The early humans of 
the myth, it seems, articulated speech, that is, produced sounds 
deliberately in order to signify something. They also coined names 
that is, settled upon individual words to be used to designate specifi~ 
objects." Speec~, we learn from this passage, is created through 
sound and meanmg: words must be both articulated and assigned a 
referent. If articulated sound points to a unique human physio­
logical capability, naming underlines a unique human mental 

capacity. 
This passage from the Protagoras may be the earliest extant refer­

ence to the phonetic articulation of speech. S. Subsequent Greek 
writers will return to man's unique control over his tongue and dis­
tinguish articulate speech from the confused, inchoate sounds made 
by animals or primeval, pre-linguistic man." Xenophon discusses 
articulate speech in a chapter of the Memorabilia (I. 4) devoted to 

man's unique abilities in relation to other animals, abilities which he 
owes to the gods. Xenophon mentions man's erect stature, his abil­
ity to use his hands, and his flexible tongue; articulate speech is one 
more divine gift. 

KQt p.~v yAwT'T<lV yE 1TaVTWV 'Taw 'cbwv EXOVTWV, ,""oV't}v rt,v TclW Q.v6~ 

t",o{'f}~av oi~v a'\~oTE, dA.Aa!~ ~av~vaav Tot; <1TO/A-UTOIj apiJpow -rE n}v ~v;. nl 
"'I1'<1,"<£V "aVTa aAA'IAo« a .f3ovAo",.Oa. 

While all animals have tongues, the gods have made the human rongue 
alone capable, by touching different parts of the mouth at different times, of 
producing articulate sounds and signalling to one another whatever we 1ike. 
(Xen. Mem. I. 4. 12) 

" See the discussion ofAx 1984.96-102. 114-15, who recogni.res thatdte-.d 
dvO~Tain our passage implicitly refers not only to the physical articulatioll ofspeeda 
but to semantics-i.e. assigning a meaning to words--11S well. 

.. See Ax 1984, 98. Interestin!!l)'. the absence of reference to .rtictJ<luJspeeda in 
Eur. Suppl. 20)-4-'''' ahove. Se"t. l-has led Scaliger.nd other scho!arsto ......... 
line i04b to rot; YE"YWl'{<rliCfll' om' (or o1Ta) i.t". a god gl\'e humans speech 'that we.ay 
speak out clearly'. in phu,-'E' of the transmitted text ~ ')'t~&II .... 'so, that we 
might understand discourse. See Coll.rd 1<175, ii. 163 (ad 20H), wIlo ..... doe 
conjecture . 

" See Ax 1984. 96-IIR: D,erauer 1977, 31-.; Limmli 196a, i. &'-"; ii. I~ 
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Diodorus, in an important passage to be discussed below (Sect. 
S), describes the voices of early men as meaningless and confused 
before they begin to articulate words (see 1"ij~ rpwvij> I)' amll'-ov 1(111 
avyl(£XVI'-EV7/> oVfITJ, . . . I)ollplipouv 1"0., >..If£<, Diod. I. 8. 3). Both 
Xenophon and Diodorus mention the peculiar human capacity for 
signs (flTJl'-a{v£<v Xenophon; q,wvij> I)' da~l'-0v Diodorus), referring 
here to the differentiation of sounds needed to produce articulate 
speech, rather than the use of words as signs." At the same time 
both Xenophon and Diodorus are well aware that speech is mor~ 
than articulated noises: these distinct sounds need to be used to 
denominate objects, that is, they need to be formed into words 
which refer to things. Diodorus will go on to depict early men coin­
ing words, s, while Xenophon, in a later section of the same chapter 
of the Memorabilia (I. 4. 14) will stress that man is unique in his 
mental abilities, not just his physical capacities. Just as a creature 
with the body of an ox and the mind of a man cannot do what he 
likes, states Xenophon, so too a man with hands-or, we might add, 
an articulate tongue-but no intelligence lacks any advantage.9• 

Words-a combination of sound and significance-require both the 
unique physical qualities and the unique mental capabilities which 
Xenophon attributes to humans. 

It is possible that a discussion of the origin of speech and man's 
peculiar ability to manoeuvre his tongue in order to produce articu­
late speech was found already in the writings of Archelaus. 
Archelaus, the fifth-century pupil of Anaxagoras (and teacher of 
Socrates), wrote on the beginnings of living creatures. He 
thought-in accordance with earlier Ionian tradition-that men, 

(notes). Lanunli brings further ancient references to the role played by the tongue, 
palate, and teeth in producing speech. Dierauer 1977. 12 with fl. 28 notes that the 
early Greeks of pre~sophistic times scarcely distinguished between animals' charac­
teristic sounds and human speech. seeing the animals' various noises as their indi­
vidual languages, parallel to that of unintelligible foreigners. 

ss Thus Lam~li 1962, i. 81-4, and ii. 150--1 esp. nn. 583 and 585, who compares, 
among other anCient parallels, the discussion in the Hippocratic 7TEPL (JapKwv [8 (xiii. 
200 Jaly), where the unknown author argues that without a tongue to articulate we 
would not be able to speak clearly and would produce only one sound (~ 8£ y,,\WGuo. 
. . ~. ,",O(t'~ C1w:fnJ~{'t'tv. -,;V 8.~,.,.,q ~'y~waaa a.p8pOl . .. O~K &v oal/>Ewr; 8laMyotTo. dAA' ~ EKnaTo. 
"VG ... ,. 'Ta. ,",opot/>wpa). Lammh (J. 81-4, 136-41) also points to the analogy between 
creatmg orderly 8pee~h ~ut of confused sounds and the more general fashioning of 
or~er o~t o~ c~ao~ wh1ch 1~ com~only found in Greek cosmogonles. 

'HI Kt" TrpO~ n,AA1,IAovS' T~(Jt'''Ta~ aU#l-f3oJta Diod. 1.8. 3-see below, Sect,s, 
~or other early dISCUSSIOn of the relative wisdom of animals and men, see 

LaY.Joyand Bo •• '935, 38?-<).; Dierauer '977, ch •. A and B, esp. 3'-5. 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoraa 
. I .. II d In 

like other 8nlm
b 

a SI: ~rtgma y erived from earth and had tlv .... 
diet of slime, ut Ivmg creatures were subsequently ham frOll'lone 
another, ~en were then separat~d f.ro~ animals and established 

leaders, CIties, laws, and arts, that IS, clVlhzation. Animal I'ke 
. h' k ( .) S, 1 men have the capacIty to t In vOV~, according to Archela b ' 

I h h 9J us, ut some 
use ~t more slow y t an ot er~. Arc.h~l~usnot only discussed the 
origIns of man and the evolutIOn of clvt!lzatlon: supposedly he was 

the first one to state that sound (or voice) is due to the c . ." oncusslon of 
air." ThIS anadl~sls of.the PfhYhslcal production of speech may have 
been part of a ISCUSSlOn 0 t e beginnings of language found' 
survey of the development of civilization. Archelaus ~y also :v: 
discussed the relatIOn between words and the objects they denomin_ 
ate, for he is said to ha:e co~trasted nomos and physis, convention 
and nature, when speakmg of Justice (see further below, nn. 108 and 
115).93 While modern scholars have very different assessments of 
Arche1aus' significance and originality, it seems safe to say that 
Archelaus discussed the invention of speech by men." 

The Nature of Protagoras' First Language 

What was man's original language like in the myth of the 
Protagoras? When Protagoras' early humans invent speech, they 
already possess a capacity for rational thought. This ability to 

reason may, in fact, be innate, for humans are distinguished from 
animals even before Prometheus steals fire for them. Unlike the 
early men of Euripides' Supplices and the Aeschylean PrOfftl!tiuas 
Vinetus, the primeval men of Protagoras' myth are not called beast­
like or confused. From the very start they are differentiated from 
other living beings, who are termed 'Ta nAoya (PI. Prot. 321C1), mulle 
or irrational creatures." Since men are equally speechless at this 
point in Protagoras' tale, we can either take 1"0. nAo".. as pointing 
ahead to the future differentiation between speaking men md 

" DK60A4. 5-6; compare AI. 17. 
91 1fpW'TO~ 8E Er7TE t/>WvTJ<; YEVEUll' 't'f}v 'TOV aipos "A~U> (DK 60 AI. 17). la _ 

Archelaus was not the lirst-see DK 59 A,06, where Anoxogons, """'"'-' 
teacher, is said to have described sound as. product of collision of air . 

.. DK 60 A,: )IPX/Aao, ... '&;~<l" ,.,) 8:KIlWl' omi alUX,.w...; ...... 'O'" ~ ~ 
see 60 AI. 16 for a very similar statement .. 

" See Limmli '96~. i. 8'-4 (with notes in ii. '5'-2); Ax .984,.p-a; K.ha .,al, 
.01-3; O'Brien '985, '76 with n. 53. 

" See Prot. 32'C4: Ta ... aA.\a {<j>o and compue 3S4bl wfteft .. ..-..... 
~ .uoy;.". .. , 'like a beast, irrationallv' is used. See O'Brien .,as, an_ Moowa 
IOOQ, 140-1 with n. IS. -
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speechless animals, or else we can understand that while other crea_ 
tures are indeed irrational and unthinking, humans are already 
capable of reasoning, even if they lack the ability to communicate by 
speech. Men are certainly rational creatures once Prometheus steals 
technical skill and fire for them, and they immediately demonstrate 
this rational capacity by turning to acts of religious worship 
(3ZId-3zza). Their second action as rational creatures is to invent 
language. The further inventions the men of our myth devise imme­
diately after creating language are clearly intended to remedy their 
earlier, unequipped state. We are told that they invent houses, 
clothing, shoes, coverings and utilize nourishment from the earth, 
because they originally were naked, with no shoes, coverings, or 
weapons." Similarly, perhaps, men-rational, but wordless-felt 
their lack of language from the very start. Speech, it seems, is the 
most important equipment of them all. Presumably these early 
humans coined names together, and did so because they found 
speech to be helpful in some way, but Protagoras does not tell us so. 
He does tell us that men joined together out of fear of beasts (Prot. 
32zb) and speech, of course, would make their banding together 
against animals all the more effective. But it is possible that early 
humans' immediate purpose in using words was simply to express 
their emotions to those around them, and their strongest feelings 
could have been fear of wild animals, gratitude to the gods, or per­
haps joy at finding allies in their struggle for survival. Here (com­
pare above, Sect. 3.z) we are unable to assign a hypothetical first 
word to Protagoras' original tongue in order to characterize the 
salient features of this protolanguage. This early language could 
relate either to humans' emotions or to their needs. 

Nor do we know anything of the nature of the first names in 
this language. Did Protagoras' rational early humans use natural, 
inherently correct names which reflected the essence of the objects 
they designated or were these original words linked only by conven­
tion to the objects they signified? Here we should leave the 
Protagoras of Plato's dialogue and turn to the actual, historical 
sophist and the evidence for his views. Protagoras is said to have 
engaged in two, possibly distinct, linguistic activities, discussing 
both opOo<"Ela and opO'J-rTfs oyop,<hwy, correct diction and the correct-

.. Note in particular the direct contrast between Ka.t ~C18TjTas Kat V1t08'aflS Kat 
4M'pcu".,o.s ... TlVPITO (322a) and 1'0.., a. /i.,(JPW1TOV YVIL)/O ... TE" Kat avtnro3'1'TOI' Kat o"J'rpWTOV 
(32IC). 

3. The Great Myth of the Protagoras 
1)1} 

of names. 07 We know that Protagoras distinguished the thr ness .. . et! 
genders of nouns (DK 80 AZ7) and cntlclzed Homer for not mm. 

der correctly: the poet makes the word p,ijy<, 'wrath' fern' . gen . Inme, 
rather than the more appropnate masculine, Protagoras complains 
(DK 80 Az8). Prot~gora~, then, engaged in an analysis of the 
proper use of words m a literary context, .attempting to make lan­
guage grammatically neater or more effective rhetorically. os Did he 
deal with the correctness ?f names more generally, arguing that 
words should reflect meanmgs and fit the objects they designate? 
Here it is important to remember Protagoras' relativist approach to 
reality: if man is the measure of all things so that reality varies from 
person to person and even varies for the same individual from time 
to time, there can be no smgle naturally correct way of describing 
reality. If the actual Protagoras did not believe in unchanging 
essences, it would be inconsistent for him to posit naturally correct 
names which reflect unchanging essences." The men of our myth 
should, then, have invented names which were conventional and 
arbitrary, rather than natural, if they behaved in accordance with 
the sophist's own ideas. And yet an earlier thinker than Protagoras, 
Herac1itus, was able to reconcile his theory that all things consist 
of opposites and are in a perpetual state of flux with the idea that 
names do reveal something about the objects they denominate. 
Names, in Heraclitus' world, can teach us about at least half of 
opposing, dual concepts. 100 Since everything essentially consists of 
opposites, names are always insufficient as a medium to convey 
essences, but they do contain relevant information about one half of 
the concept. Perhaps Protagoras, in similar fashion, could reconcile 
his relativistic outlook with names which were nonetheless natural. 
Unfortunately, Plato's text gives us no hint as to how the process of 
assigning names actually worked. 

" op8o'''''«: 0 K 80 1\26 (= PI. Phaedrus 267c); op80,.". .;...,..; ...... : DK 80 ArT 
(=PI. C,atylus 39Ic). 

.. It is possible that Protagoras thought 14>1'« should not be feminine boo=­
wrath is 8 masculine trait, but perhaps his argument was based on morpholoaY,'" 
the form of the word is what seems masculine; compare Arist. Cu./s 658ft'. See_ 
Gentinetta 1961. 24-34. who contends that Protagor .. conceiv..d otan ol;p..lI ..... 
guage with a natural fit between words and things . 

.. See elassen 1959. 35 and ,'ompare Bett 1989. esp. 1534>1; <:ORJIIIR PI. CJIIII. 
38sd-386a. See too Fehling 1965.212-17; Baxter 1992. 14?-S'; Gu.dorie ' ........ 
a!I4-<J; Kerferd '981. 68-<). Vlastos 1946.53 .... with n. 19 (= 1993. 35,1-4.)-­
there is no ancient e"idence for Protagons upholding the con\"OllliioMl ........, 01 
alining. 
'" Seet'p. OK 22 B48. B32 and see Sluiter 1997. 169-70; Sikeo '9''''3· 
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Later in the Protagoras, there is an engaging description of the 
means by which a young child is taught virtue: the community at 

large, together with a whole series of teachers educate the youngster 
(Prot. 32sc-326c). Plato's Protagoras stresses the analogy between 
learning virtue and learning language from one's surroundings 
(Prot. 327e-328a)."01 It is likely that once language was invented, a 
child was taught the meaning of words by her family and teachers in 
much the same way that she was later taught to understand the more 
abstract concepts of virtue. Protagoras explains that children are 
taught moral excellence by example and demonstration, with par­
ents and tutors stating 'this isjust, that is unjust; this is noble, that is 
base; this is holy, that is unholy'."Q, We can extrapolate backwards 
from this picture of parents, servants, and teachers teaching a child 
right and wrong to their teaching an infant language, again by means 
of demonstration, with the adults indicating which word designates 
which object as well as the right and wrong use of words. 103 Even if 
this is Protagoras' understanding of the way young children learn to 
speak Greek, we cannot draw an analogy between this method of 
language acquisition and the process, undertaken by early men, 
of inventing speech for the first time. In primeval times, there was, 
of course, no general society already well acquainted with language, 
a society whose members could teach primitive humans to speak. 

Language and Law-Abiding Societies 

Indeed, the early loquacious humans of Protagoras' myth are 
unable to form a society. In this tale, the possession of speech and 
the ability to build houses are not enough to guarantee a society, let 
alone stable life in organized communities. Men, we are told, join 
together and found cities only after they feel threatened by animals, 
but they are then unable to stay together without the political arts. 

101 Compare Euripides' Supplices (913-15), where Adrastus points out to Theseus 
that courage can be taught to men, just as a child can be taught to speak and hear mat­
t~rs it ?oe~ not ,r:t u~dersta~d : .. ~ :> • EvaVa~{a ~U3aK"TOS Ei7T~P Kat /3p'tj,os ;),8aO'KE1'a, 
':\orYfW /lI(OVE"U' 8 WII p.a8TJ(Ju1 OUK EXEt. Note the aKOU£W: as in the earlier Suppl. passage 
(above, Sect. I), language is a two-way channel for speaking and listening. 

10] '1'0 ,.,.;v 8tKo.tOv, 'TO OE rioucov, Ka~ 1'08.; J.L£V Ka>'6v, 'rOSE Sf alaxpoII, Kat 'rOSE J.LEv oatoJl, 
76af 3. UIIDUtOII PI. Prot. ]2Sd. 

IIU Compare the description of a child's acquisition of language in the Dissoi Logoi 
(6. J J-J:l): we learn to speak from our parents--some of us more and some of us less, 
some ,fr~m fathers and some from mothers. See too Diogenes of Oenoanda's ironic 
descrIptIOn of the way the alleged first teacher of language goes about teaching words 
to the multitudes (fr. 12 Smith; below, Sect. 5). 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoras 
141 

Neither a common ton~ue nor a common enemy suffice to keep men 
gether in Protagoras myth and they need Zeus' extra gi&.- of 

to d· . ('0 "" a sense of decency an . J.ustice at W TE Ka, o{K"'lv) in order to remain 
gether in ordered cities (Prot. 322b-c). It is interesting--and _ ro .. .. p~ 

zling-that divme mterventlOn IS needed to get societies going, 
while men were able to cr~ate speech by themselves. Language 
seems to have been the creati~n of a group of early men: presumably 
they worked together and aSSigned the meanings of words as a joint 
venture, agreeing on the names to be given to objects in what 
amounted to a contractual agreement. Such a compact is crucial if, 
as seems most likely, the words of their original language were con­
ventional, rather than natural. Yet these house-building men_ho 
could, it seems, join together to produce a language-did not form a 
social unit or city at first. They were scattered and did not live 
together in communities (avOpw'1Tot ejiKOVV (J'1Topcio1)v, '1TOAEtS 8E oUK 
~uav Prot. 322b)."04 When Protagoras' early humans then tried to 
form cities they were unsuccessful, because of their lack of morality 
and laws. While the primeval men of this myth were able to agree 
upon words and their meanings and create a common tongue, they 
could not work out laws and rules of behaviour in parallel fashion, in 
order to form a common political system. 

The parallel between the role of justice (or law) in society and that 
of language is nonetheless worth pursuing. Morality-the common 
concepts of right and wrong-can be viewed as a kind of second lan­
guage, a system of conventions established by men collectively for 
utilitarian purposes, in order to make life more manageable (see 
above, Sect. 1.3)."0' Codes of behaviour and speech are generally 
limited to a given group of people and serve to organize and charac­
terize a specific society. The validity of the rules of both normative 
behaviour and language is real, but limited. These rules can seem 

104 Modern commentators trv to resolve this problem in different ways. Taylor 
(1976, 84ad Prof. 322b I) suggests tbat men lived at first in primitive social units, like 
those of families, 'since- the development of such institutions as tanguage ... presup­
poses at least a rudimentary form of community'. See Kerferd 1981. 140. who COD ... 
tends that language need not ha,-€'" been social in origin (but offers no ~~ 
explanation of its source here); he thinks that Protagoras' men did not necessarily lift 
m any sort of communit" at first; see too Kerferd 1953· 

<os See Havelock IQ". 2Q, 94 and 19'-3. Cole (1967. 71 n.2) ootes the paraIIoI 
Herodotean expressi()n'~ yA{~'(T<1Ul'/<,6WI'~I' l'Of"~IHV and d-iKl'l" J'OIA'{~fU" citing Hdt: 1: '+2. 
3; 2. 42.4; 4. 183. 4: 4. 106. S-. too Stam 1976. 107-8. who notes Homann SlIltor­

~et.tion of Aristotle. Pol. I 274"S-30, whe .... Lycurgus, Charon<ias.' and OIlIer ':: 
I'"'' ate mentioned. Hamann take. Onomacrltus to be both the Jl\_to< of 
guage and thf' de,\"1ser of laws. 



4. The invention of Language 

Later in the Protagoras, there is an engaging description of the 
means by which a young child is taught virtue: the community at 
large, together with a whole series of teachers educate the youngster 
(Prot. 325C-326c). Plato's Protagoras stresses the analogy between 
learning virtue and learning language from one's surroundings 
(Prot. 327e-328a).101 It is likely that once language was invented, a 
child was taught the meaning of words by her family and teachers in 
much the same way that she was later taught to understand the more 
abstract concepts of virtue. Protagoras explains that children are 
taught moral excellence by example and demonstration, with par­
ents and tutors stating 'this is just, that is unjust; this is noble, that is 
base; this is holy, that is unholy'. 102 We can extrapolate backwards 
from this picture of parents, servants, and teachers teaching a child 
right and wrong to their teaching an infant language, again by means 
of demonstration, with the adults indicating which word designates 
which object as well as the right and wrong use of words. 103 Even if 
this is Protagoras' understanding of the way young children learn to 
speak Greek, we cannot draw an analogy between this method of 
language acquisition and the process, undertaken by early men, 
of inventing speech for the first time. In primeval times, there was, 
of course, no general society already well acquainted with language, 
a society whose members could teach primitive humans to speak. 

Language and Law-Abiding Societies 

Indeed, the early loquacious humans of Protagoras' myth are 
unable to form a society. In this tale, the possession of speech and 
the ability to build houses are not enough to guarantee a society,let 
alone stable life in organized communities. Men, we are told, join 
together and found cities only after they feel threatened by animals, 
but they are then unable to stay together without the political arts. 

101 Compare Euripides' Supplices (913-1 5), where Adrastus points out to Theseus 
that courage can be taught to men,just as a child can be taught to speak and hear mat· 
ters it does not yet understand " ~ 8,' EvaVf)p{a SL8aKT65 Et1TEP Kat f3p'~oS' a~a&C'KETat 
.\Iy£, ... aKOV('UI f)' WV fJ-af)TjUtV QVK EXEt. Note the rtKOVEW: as in the earlier Suppl. passage 
(above, Sect. f), language is a two+way channel for speaking and listening. 

101 TO #-Li" MKG-toll, 1'0 S, &:8'1(011, Kat To8« I-'EIIKaAov. 1"08E aE alaxpov, Kat To8E /LEI' OUlOlI, 
TO& ai OIlOULOV PI. Prot. 32Sd. 

IOJ Compare the description of a child's acquisition of language in the Dissoi Logo. 
(6. II-U): we learn to speak from our parents-some of us more and some ofusles8, 
eome from fathers and some from mothers. See too Diogenes of Oenoanda's ironic 
dncription of the way the alleged first teacher of language goes about teaching words 
to the multitudes (fr. 12 Smith; below, Sect. s). 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoraa 
141 

Neither a common ton~ue nor a common enemy suffice to keep mea 
together in Protagoras myth and they need Zeus' extra ·fts of 

d ··('O gl a sense of decency an JustIce ata", 1"~ Ka' o{K1)v) in order to . 
d d ·· (P remam together in or ere CIties rot. 322b--e). It is interesting d 

d... .. --an puz-
zling-that Ivme mterventlOn IS needed to get societies going, 
while men were able to create speech by themselves. Language 
seems to have been the creati~n of a group of early men: presumably 
they worked to~ether and aSSIgned the meanings of words as a joint 
venture, agreemg on the names to be giVen to objects in what 
amounted to a ~ontractual agreement. Such a compact is crucial if 
as seems most hkely, the words of their original language were con~ 
ventional, rather than natural. Yet these house-building men_ho 
could, it seems, join together to produce a language--did not forma 
social unit or city at first. They were scattered and did not live 
together in communities (iiVOpW1TOL q,KOVV c17ropa&r]v, 1TI;'\EL~ 8E 0';1( 
-qaav Prot. 322b).lo4 When Protagoras' early humans then tried to 
form cities they were unsuccessful, because of their lack of morality 
and laws. While the primeval men of this myth were able to agree 
upon words and their meanings and create a common tongue, they 
could not work out laws and rules of behaviour in parallel fashion, in 
order to form a common political system. 

The parallel between the role of justice (or law) in society and that 
of language is nonetheless worth pursuing. Morality-the common 
concepts of right and wrong--can be viewed as a kind of second lan­
guage, a system of conventions established by men collectively for 
utilitarian purposes, in order to make life more manageable (see 
above, Sect. 1. 3). '0' Codes of behaviour and speech are generally 
limited to a given group of people and serve to organize and charac­
terize a specific society. The validity of the rules of both normative 
behaviour and language is real, but limited. These rules can seem 

104 Modern commentators try to resolve this problem in different ways. Taylor 
([976,84 ad Prot. 3"b[) suggests that men lived at first in primiti\·esociol unilS,lik 
those of families, 'since the development of such institutions 8S language ... presup­
poses at least a rudimentary form of community'. See Kerferd 1981, ]40. who 001II­

tends that language need not have been social in origin {but offers no altemIti'ft 
explanation of its source here)~ he thinks that Protagor8s' men did not necessarity lift 
many sort of community at first; see too Kerferd 1953. 

'" See Havdock [957, '9.94 and [9'-3. Cole (1967.71 n. 2) notes the potnIteI 
Herodotean expressions yAl;(JaGl'/~wl'~I' l'OfLitEH' and &IKf'II' I'O,.«,EO', citing Hdt. I. 1+1. 

3; 2. 42. 4; 4.183.4: 4. 106. See too Stam 1976, 107-8, whono~ H_·siD~· 
pretation of Aristotle. Pol. "74'25-30. whe .... Lycurgus. Charondos. andod>e< la .... • 
givers are mentioned. Hamann takes OnomacriNS to be both the iD:vet'ltol' of .. ~ 
guage and the- deviser of laws. 

I 
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4. The Invention of Language 

quite arbitrary: other societies have different languages and d~ffer-
nt notions of right and wrong. Here we come to the complex ISsue :f 4>6,ns versus VO!LOS, nature versus convention, an issue which often 

arises in accounts of the origins of human society. '06 Are laws--or 
for that matter, words-natural and somehow divinely sanctioned? 
Do they possess an absolute validity or are they simply convention_ 
al a human construct? How did the rules of justice originate-­
through a god, a gifted mortal, or a group of humans working 
together? We will return to some of these complex issues immedi­
ately below. 

In Protagoras' eyes, language differentiates men from animals 
and raises them above other creatures, but speech is nonetheless not 
a force powerful or cohesive enough to guarantee civilized life. Laws 
are necessary as well, and these can be developed only through the 
help of the gods. Perhaps we can explain this difference between the 
origin of language and the origin of moral codes by looking at an 
exchange found in another Platonic dialogue, the Alcibiades. 
Alcibiades, like Protagoras in our dialogue, points to the parallel 
between learning language and learning justice. He states that from 
earliest childhood he has learned of justice and injustice from the 
many, just as he has learned to speak Greek from the community as 
a whole. Socrates suggests to Alcibiades that the many can be good 
teachers of Greek, but not of justice, because while all agree on the 
meaning and use of words, justice is a much more controversial area. 
Indeed the many can disagree on issues of morality and immorality 
to the extent of killing one another (Ale. I. IIod-r Izd). Words, 
it appears, are easier to formulate and agree upon than rules of 
behaviour. 

Isocrates, writing a decade or so after the Protagoras was com­
posed, believes very strongly in the power of language, for he argues 
that speech and the art of persuasion are, in fact, tools potent enough 
to guarantee an orderly society. We find in his N icocles (S--6) an elo­
quent description of the all-pervasive power of language. (Isocrates, 
a teacher of rhetoric, is not disinterested in his praise of persuasive 
speech.) In most of our abilities we are no better than, and even 
inferior to, animals, according to Isocrates, but our faculty of speech 
makes us unique. 

, .. See Guthrie 1969, vo!. iii, ch. iv, esp. 60-84; Kahn 1981, esp. 102; Bett 1989, 
• 62 . 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoraa 

fryevopivov 8' "''''fv ~ov 1T.I~ .. v tL\.\"'~ovs .Ka: ~"o!", 1TPOr >!fIds .. .l-roolr ...... 
• Q v"~Ow",'" ov "'OVOV 7'OV 9'1p.w3ws ''Iv a1TTJAM.Y1/I'EV, dMci "al-_._'.' "",,0 ., "'9' 8 ". vu __ 

1J'OAEJS t}J«tuap.€V ~a, vOfovs: ~fL~ a K~' TE'XVClS' ElJPOI'~. KW OXE('IOv a'JJ'4VTa T4 It' 
~fLWV P.fP.fJXClVfJp-Eva AOYOS lIP.t.v EOTW 0 oVYKaTaOKEV(lU(lS'_ 

Our ability to persuade one anothe~ and make clear whatever we wish not 
Iy allowed us to escape from the Me of wIld beasts, but Coming together 

:: founded comm,;,nities, fixed law.s, and discovered arts. Speech is • 
established for us Virtually all the thmgs we have devised. (Nicocie,6)'07 

One particular virtue of language mentioned here by lsocrates, 
our ability to make clear to ourselves whatever we like, reminds us 
ofXenophon's description of articulate speech as allowing us to sig­
nal to one another whatever we like, although Isocrates refers to the 
content of speech, while Xenophon refers to its sounds.'·' Another 
passage of Xenophon's Memora~ilja (4· 3· ~r-r2) is even closer to 
Isocrates' words here. The gods Implanted 10 us a rational element 
(lIoy.a!L6v) Socrates states, and gave us speech by means of which 
we participate in all good things, teach one another, share in things, 
legislate laws, and rule ourselves politically.'·' Xenophon, like 
lsocrates, sees speech as preceding-and underlying--eommuni_ 
ties, laws, and political life. 

Isocrates, incidentally, is not particularly interested in the ques­
tion of the origin of speech and the other arts. In one composition, 
he attributes many of the arts of civilization to a single person, the 
Egyptian Busiris, and in another he credits the city of Athens with 
such innovations. "0 Several centuries later Cicero praises the pow­

ers of speech and persuasion in a fashion similar to that of lsocrates. 
In the De I nventione (I. z) we learn that early bestial men lived by 
brute force with no religion, laws, marriage, etc. until a great and 

'" This paragraph is reproduced in Anfidosis 254. Slightly later in tI>e Niteda, 
this praise of speech per se will shade into a discussion of rhetoric, the art of speKidc 
properly (T<~ ... ,l"ym ill, 8., Nie. 7), i.e. Isocrates' real agenda. At p.....,. 4Bwheft 
praising philosophy, I socrates uses similar language (TOVTO 1L0v0v El d~ nU. tit­
m'D' ""VfAEV {XDV',,) without really distinguishing between (I) the simple fa:! of 
.peech, (z) eloquence. and (3) philosophy. 

10. Compare ()1JAoi'~' ;rpo5 ~/-Lcis aVTovS' 1nPI till' av ~vAv8wl'fV(Isoc. ~'lirodes6)wittt 
/CQt t11jp.a(VfUI 1TclvTa d/U~AOf" Cl Jj3ov>"6,.u(Ja (Xen. ltfefJl. 1. 4- 12), U~ull-G~~ 
1924, IQ-I I with n. 21 points to the paraHel between lsocrates ~rds au.a ... 
I1WfA9dvTES 'lTO.1£lS W";IOO/t£l' KQt v0f'0VS' E6tff'EfJa 1«1, ~s ~ (N .... .... 
ArcheI.us· description of man' s unique accomplishments ~ ~ eel ftr.tw .-
1fd~ns K(1i 'Ta dAAa OWECl'r,?aOY (OK 60 A4. 6; see above, text near nn. 91-...). 

109 Ta 8t Kal Ep""'r1V~{av SOVva.l, S,' ~s miVTaW 'l"'Wv d..,...... ~ .. ~ 
i,'d.aICOV1"ES' Ka; KOtvwVOVI-'O Kat vcif'0VS' T"&tu",dIa JIl"GI ~,~ (AlIa. :4-- ". la). .. _ .. 

11. Busiris, passim; Parr'l/ .• 8-50; • .., Edelstein 1<!I7, 8S and GoHtIrie ....... 
n. a and 83-4 . 
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wise man persuaded them otherwise. He assembled scattered men 
and introduced them to useful and honourable occupations. In 
Cicero's De Qratore (1.8.33-1.9. 37) we hear more generally of elo­
quence which gathered scattered humanity into one place and led it 
from a brutish existence to establish social communities and laws. 
So states Crassus, one of the dialogue's speakers; Scaevola will 
argue that it was not the snares of eloquent orators which led to the 
establishment of cities, but the reasoning of wise and brave men. 11, 

Indeed, in Cicero's De Republica (3. 2. 3), we find reason (mens) 
accredited with developing human speech (see below, Sect. 5). 
Cicero, like Isocrates, is not especially concerned with the precise 
inventor of language or the beginnings of speech: it is the use to 
which speech can be put which interests him. 

This link between language, laws, and cities continues in later 
ancient writings. Horace in his Satires (1. 3. 99-105) has a vivid 
description of early beastlike and inarticulate men (mutum et turpe 
pews) fighting one another with claw and fist for acorns and dens. 
Once these men invented words with which to articulate their cries 
and feelings, Horace tells us, they began to avoid war, build towns, 
and legislate laws. Speech leads to a more peaceful, law-abiding way 
oflife. 

Other classical thinkers doubt that society is so easily formed and 
ordered. In a fragment of a fifth-century BeE satyr play, we find that 
not even laws-let alone the power of speech-are enough to guar­
antee civilized behaviour. The play is the Sisyphus, once generally 
attributed to Critias, now often assigned to Euripides." z In a strik­
ing speech, Sisyphus describes a time when men lived without 
order, like beasts (Ci-rawros ... {3[os Kai (}7JptW07J> 1-2)'13 with neither 
reward for the good nor punishment for the bad. Humans then 
instituted punitive laws which prevented men from transgressing 
openly, but men continued to go unpunished for secret misdoings. 
An ingenious and clever-minded man then invented religion and 
fear of the gods as a deterrent. He persuaded men that all-seeing 

11\ Compare Philo, Leg. Alleg. 2. 15 for a similar brief mention of wise men invent­
ing language: OO~OU'i TOUs npwTov,; Toi, Trp&Yf'aot 7(1 dvo,uaTu OEvrus; see too PI. Crat. 
401b and 41.b, and below, Sect. 5. 

'" 'Criti.s' TGrF i. 43 F '9 (Snell) = DK 88 B25. Dayies '989 has a text, transla­
tion, and useful commentary which deals with many of the questions raised by tbe 
f'qment, including its authorship, See too Kahn 1997. 

IIJ For these two favourite keywords in accounts of early man, see above, Sect. 1. 

Compare too the Palamede$ adesp. fr. 470 Nauck (discussed above, Sect. 2) where 
men are termed 6."pu.:.,aTj~ but dearly possess lanRuage. 

3· The Great Myth of the Protagoras 
14' 

gods existed in heaven who could observe even COvert acts _-' 
d S · h' a .... pun.. 

I'sh all wrong oers. ISYP us cynical speech sees . . . conventlOllal 
morality as :estmg upon a deceptIOn perpetrated by a single shrewd 
man, who simply fabricates the race of gods. This individual takes 
over the role of Zeus m Protagoras' myth, bringing aidos d d'ke 

fh " . d' an t to 
men by means 0 IS Imagme gods. It IS worth noting that religion 
is said to be the product of a sole Inventor, while punitive laws were 
established by.a ~roup of men . .''' I.f Sisyphus were to go back and 
describe the ongm of language m hiS account of the development of 
civilization, clearly he :-V0uld assign the beginnings of speech to 
humans, but would the Inventor be a clever individual or a gro f 

Id h ". upo 
men? And wou t e mot!vatl?n behmd the invention of language 
be to introduce order and Clvlhty or to deceive (or perhaps to do 
both)? In a sense, men are moral, according to Sisyphus, because of 
words: t~e shrewd i~ventor of t~e gods uses persuasion and decep­
tion to mtroduce hiS very dehghtful and effective teaching (see 
S,8ayp.'!.-rwv 1j8WTOV dlJ'IY~lJaTO 25), hiding the truth with a lying tale. 

Sophocles and Babel 

We hear briefly of the human invention of speech in an earlier drama 
ofthe fifth century, Sophocles' Antigone, The outlook ofthe chorus 
in the famous ode 7TO'\'\a Ta OEtvo. (332ff.) is less cynical than that of 
Sisyphus, but no less complex. In this choralsong, it is humans, and 
humans alone, who are responsible for the arts of civilization. 
Wondrous man knows how to navigate and to plough the earth 
with animals he has domesticated. He also knows how to snare, 
hunt, or tame creatures of the land, sea, and sky (33:2-53). The 
chorus continue: 

KCl~ rP8£yp.a. Ka, aV€p.oEV if>poV'rlJLa Kat a(M'VVQp.ol1S ~py«s E~TO 

And he taught himself speech and wind-like thought and the temper that 
regulates cities. (354-6) 

Next the chorus describe how man learned to build shelters against 
the arrows offrost and rain (357-9). 

The ode makes it plain that Sophocles shared with his contem­
poraries an interest in the origin and development of civiliPtion.'" 

114 See lines 5-6. Davie. 1989 •• o-t notes thatthe humans who in_ ..... -­
commended for their creation: it is only the ingenious invent'Orof~""."" 
ttayed as a praiseworthy frpWTOS f;'~ff,~ . 

... See e,g. Soph. /'ala ... ,d .. fr. 438 Nauclt (=479 Radt); N ...... fr. 399 N.ck 
("43' Rodt) and the further references cited by Nestle 1910, ..... ')4-"1. s..II.9I' 
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At the same time. his account is clearly not intended to be an order_ 
ly. step-by-step narration of man's ascent to civilization and the art 
of speech is mentioned here relatively late, only after the discovery 
of navigation, agriculture, etc."· In this very brief account, man is 
said to teach himself (€O,l)&gUTO) language. There is no hint of divine 
assistance of any kind, and no indication of the means by which he 
did so, either as an individual or group venture.'" Speech and 
thought as swift--or immaterial-as wind (4)fJEyl-'u KU< o.VEI-'O", 
f>POVTj/-LU) are linked here, as in the later play Supplices (above, Sect. 
I) and perhaps Sophocles is hinting at the inextricable bond 
between reason and language. The third element mentioned in this 
single phrase is o.t1'TVVOl-'ov~ opyos, a civic temperament or an inclin­
ation towards social order. Language, here, is not just the partner 
and voice of thought. Speech is also a social, civilizing tool leading 
to the formation of regulated communities, and the construction of 
houses, the next of man's activities described in our ode. In the few 
words that Sophocles devotes to the beginnings of language, we find 
then, a link between language, thought, and society: speech is both 
a cognitive tool and a social instrument. Greater stress, perhaps, is 
placed on the social use of speech, for language leads into the men­
tion of laws, communities, and houses, that is the polis. We have 
already looked at Aristotle's discussion of the causal connection 
between speech and the establishment of cities and laws (Pol. 1. 2. 

IZ = 1253'9""18; above, Sect. 2.2); Sophocles is more elliptical. Yet, 
as one scholar puts it, 'Aristotle's ... analysis of the intimate bonds 
between human discourse and the moral fabric of a political society 
in Politics 1. 2. 12 reads like a gloss on Sophocles.'''8 

Sophocles' ode presents the ambiguous nature of human ingenu­
ity and accomplishments, for the chorus go on a few verses later 

discusses SophocJes' exploration of civilization in his plays; see in particular 4.52-9, 
93-8, 133-'7, 161-6,241-5,333-40,392--<) on the role and status of language. Uxkull­
Gyllenband 1924. 10-1 I argues for the likely influence of Archelaus (above. text near 
nn. 91-4 and n. 108) and Anaxagoras (frr. 4, 21b) on Sophocles' ode. See too Kahn 
1981 ,96-'7. 104-5. 

". See Griffith 1999, 181 (ad Ant. 332-'75) and 188 (ad Ant. 353-64). 
'" In their commentaries ad loc., both Jebb (1891, 73-4) and Griffith (1999.188) 

note the rare reflexive use of the medium f8t~&.~aTo here. Jebb understands the verb 
to mean that man developed speech 'for his own benefit, by his own effort' and 
rewrites this as Ilv.ro; €awo,.. f8{aa~E, i.e. 'he taught himself by himself, rather than 
understanding that men taught each other---compare Griffith-but this seems 8 mis­
- of the collective aingular noun 'man'. See Schrijver. 1974. 358--<) with n. 60. 

". Steiner 1984. "54. 

4· Fire and Language 
1+1 

(Ant. 365-'71) to note that resourceful man can turn to good or to 

evil. Ob~erv!n~ the laws of the .land ~nd t~e gods' justice can lead te 
a lofty cIty (vifJL7TOA,S) but dwelhng WIth evil will undo a city (0:"'0"") 

Technology and the mastery of nature are at best two ed d . . . - ge inStru_ 
ments, accordmg to Sophocles, and they can lead to overw . 

. < ,. h . eentng 
and terrible acts-to UEIVU m t e more negatIve sense 119 Th I' . ese Inea 
remind us of the ~ess~ge. of the T?wer of Babel: men-in tbeir 
Pride-can lose theIr bUlldmgs and CIties. The builders at B bel 

·hd ·hhl a are, of course, pums e WIt t e oss .of their common tongue as well, 
and one of the lessons of that tale IS that men need to comm . 
freely if tbey are to buil.d together. Dante has a compelling =~ 
oftbe biblical story m hIS De VulgariEloquentia (1.7.4-'7), in which 
he places particular emphasis on the link between building and lan­
guage. In Dante's account, the builders of Babel are allotted new 
languages according to their various trades. Each group of crafts­
men and workers speak a different language, after they are punished 
and the more highly skilled their trade, the ruder and more barbar­
ic their new tongue, according to Dante. Nimrod, king of Babylon, 
is said to be the chief instigator and master builder of Babel and in 
the Inferno (3 1. 67-81) we find that Nimrod is left without language 
altogetber, speaking a tongue no one can understand."° Dante's 
wicked builder has gone not only from a tall tower to being city­
less-compare Sophocles' v.pt7rOA,~ a7roA,s--hut from speaking a lan­
guage comprehended by all to uttering seeming gibberish. 
Interestingly, Nimrod is also associated with fire: he is said to have 
taught men to worship fire, threatening those who refused to do so 
with death by fire. "I 

4. FIRE AND LANGUAGE 

In tbe ancient world, we find a strong link between language, build­
ing, and fire in the writings of the first-century BCE architect and 
engineer, Vitruvius. In his treatise De Arcmtec"'m, VitruYius 
describes the development of early men. and he includes the discov­
ery of fire, invention of speech, and beginnings of building lIS putol 

U' See Griffith 1999. I7q-8o (ad Ant. 332-75). 
u, See Genesis 10: <)-10. The depiction of Nimrod as mas\ler archiliOCtolBobol is 

found in both Jewish and Christian sources-see Babylonian Talmud ~ z.. 
5Jb etc.; Augustine, D. ('i"irate Dei (16. J-S). 

III Again this story i. found in both Jewish and Christion _ a...;. ...... 
38: 13; Clement. Rerognit;o ... I. 30. 
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his progress account. Indeed, according to Vitruvius, men learn to 
speak as a direct result of their ability to control fire. Primitive 
humans originally encounter fire when it is created by branches of 
trees rubbing against one another. Men, terrified at first, flee, but 
they learn to appreciate the benefits of heat and to feed the acciden_ 
tal fire with logs. These early men then summon others, indicating 
by gestures the benefits of the blaze. They subsequently develop a 
language together, moving from gestures to sounds, words, and 
full-fledged speech in a series of steps. At this point, early humans­
upright, dexterous, socialized people who are gathered in one 
place--turn to the construction of houses (De Architectura 2. 1-3, 
6-7). Before investigating Vitruvius' outline of the stages of speech, 
it is worth looking more closely at the connection between the 
mastery of language and the control of fire. 

First, a very brief look at the part played by fire in Greek thought, 
a role far more extensive than that allotted to speech. Fire has an 
important function in cosmogonies, zoogonies, and anthropog­
onies. Anaximander sees the sun, moon, and stars as being formed 
from a sphere of flame. Empedocles speaks of a fiery core to the earth 
and has human beings drawn out of the earth by fire. In the 
Protagoras myth, humans and other living creatures are created out 
of a mixture of fire and earth, and things compounded of these two 
elements, that is, water, and air. These examples could be multi­
plied. '" 

Fire also plays a crucial role in the development of civilization, as 
we can see from the figure of Prom et he us the fire bringer. In thePV 
Prometheus proclaims that fire is the teacher of all arts to 
humankind and a great resource. '" Prometheus of the Protagoras 
myth steals technical wisdom together with fire from Hephaestus, 
because men could not have acquired or used technical arts without 
fire. ' " In the cycles of lost and renewed civilizations outlined in 
Plato's Laws (above, Sect. 2), the ability to use fire survives the 
recurring cataclysms, so that men can redevelop the arts necessary 

In Anaximander: DK r~ Alo. Empedocles: OK 31 B52 and B62. Protagoras 
myth: PI. Prot. 320d. See too e.g. the further passages discussed by 81undell 1986, 
3 1-',39,4'-3,56-7,68--9. 

III au5&:O'KaAOS' TIXIIT/ii 1ta01'JS' {1po'Toi) 7rirInJI1E Kat I.dya~ .".6pos (PV I IQ-I I; see too lines 
7, '53-4)· 

., .. P1. Prot. J21d. Compare Pliny. NH 36. 200, who, when discussing various 
craft. and industries, concludes that there is almost nothing that is not brought to a 
finished state by mean8 of fire (nihil paene non igni perfici). 
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for living (678e-679b). Xenophon, in his Me1fl()rabil' ( . 
d I· f h d to 4· 3), 1Il-ludes a two-pronge out me 0 t e evelopment f . '1' . 

c 0 CIVI lZatlon We 
have already seen (ab.ove, Sect .. 3,l Xenophon's claim that th~t 
and language underhe the pohtlcal and social art . h . 

fi s, e assIgns a 
Parallel role to re as the source of the technological rts F' 

(M ) . a . Ire, 
Socrates says em. 4· 3· 7 ,IS a partner in every art and 

. h I f h' every con-venience whlc peop e as IOn for themselves; none of th . 
fl 'f .. d elmport_ 

ant necessities 0 I e IS m ependent of fire 125 Both ofth . . . eseongmal 
capacities-fire and language--have been granted to men by the 
gods, accordmg to Xenophon, but men then use these gifts as a basis 
to develop ~hemselves further. Both in the Protagoras myth and in 
the PV fire IS not only a necessary prerequisite for the technical arts. 
it also serves as a symbol of man's participation in the divine. 126 • 

Fire, then, can represent the divine or, at times, the rational ele­
ment found in humans. In Heraclitus' view, fire is both an arche­
typal form of matter and a force which directs the structure and 
behaviour of things. Individuals are most alive when hot and 'the 
dry soul is wisest and best'. (Heraclitus' views will be taken up and 
developed by the Stoics, who describe god as a designing fire, TTVp 
TEXYLK6v.)J27 According to Democritus, mind and fire are of the same 
nature and the atoms of soul most closely resemble those of fire.". 
Aristotle's pupil Theophrastus again points to the many facets of 
fire. In a short scientific essay On Fire (1tEp,1tvp6s) Theophrastus 
begins with the statement that 'of the simple substances fire has the 
most special powers' and goes on to describe the physical properties 
of fire. '" In another work, devoted to inventions and discoveries, 
Theophrastus states that wise Prometheus was the first to give men 
a share in philosophy and that is why the story was told that 
Prometheus invented fire. 130 Promethean fire is removed here from 

la TO ~jjp , .. (1VVE"P~O:' ~~ 1T~OS mi17:?"v dxv.,,~ I(~i 1fCtV'Ta o~ ~~E"{a: ~tm Q,8~ 
KIlTaaK£Va'OVTGt .•. OVDOJ a~wAoyov aVEV TrVpOS av8pw1TOf. TWV 7r(JOS TOV PlOl' ~ 
KamO'I(EVdCoJ.'Tal (Mem. 4. J. 7)· 

126 See Conacher 1980,91; O'Brien 1967161-3 n. 17. 
m Heraclitus: DK 22 B118; 830, 890, 864, 866, etc. Stoics on fire: Long and 

Sedley 1987, 46 A-P (i. 274-<;); ii. 271-7), 

III Democritus: DK 68 AIOI; see too e.g. Guthrie 1957.51. sQ-60and 132ft. zJ. 
Democritus is said to haw' written a work C'awst's of Fi~ tmJ of tJte 7l:i9;" 1't,. 
(alrla'fTEpi 1TVPOS Kat niw El' 'TrUp;' D K 68 B 1 le). but the work may be spurious. SeeCeIe 
1967,57 with n . .12. 

U9 1} TOil 'fTVpO~ 4>VlTt~ lbtnl nlTas- £XEt ~l1V&,uE'S' TaW d",A<i.I" lk I,. I, I, 

110 Fr, 729 Fortenbaug:h; the treatise devoted to inventions and ~ .... 
entitled '"pi .VP~P.6.TWl' (On Inventions) or perhaps ..... ~ .. (Robe~ rn. sa.. 
7,8-36 Fortenbaugh. OH<' fra~lllent of this work tells of the im"",rion of Ienors (&, 

11! 
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its physical, technological use and becomes the blaze of philosophy, 
thought incarnate. 13' This wider perception of the nature of fire 
points to two possible interpretations of the view, held by some 
ancient thinkers, that fire preceded language. We can understand 
that the physical control of fire by human beings came before and 
led to their use of speech, as, for example, in Vitruvius' account, but 
the claim may also imply, at times, that it is fiery thought or intelli­
gence which preceded language. 

Cooking and Culture 

An important use of fire is for cooking and sometimes we find that 
cooking and a mild diet, rather than fire itself, are said to be the chief 
ingredient underlying civilization. Here we return to the view, 
found in earlier chapters, of diet as an important marker which dis­
tinguishes humans from animals. According to some Greek writers, 
people become truly human or civilized by learning to control fire 
and cook their food. Moschion, a tragedian of uncertain date, 
describes primeval men as cannibals, in a brief account of the devel­
opment of civilization.'" Early men, according to the fragment of a 
lost play by Moschion (fr. 6), live in caves or ravines and know 
nothing of agriculture. They kill one another and subsist on human 
flesh. Presumably these brutish men do know how to speak, for they 
have laws, but law is weak and violence shares Zeus' throne (lines 
15-16). It is only gradually, over time, that Moschion's humans 
acquire the arts of civilization. They discover cultivated grains and 
vines, agriculture, building etc. and become civilized. They also 
turn to a more regular-presumably cooked-diet and begin to bury 
the dead to prevent any further cannibalism. Moschion, incident­
ally, is indifferent as to how these changes come about over time, 
raising all three of the most common explanations furnished by 
ancient thinkers to explain the development of civilization. Human 
acquisition of the arts, Moschion states, may be due either to the 

735) and another of the invention of the art of words (rExv1Jv ;\6ywv) by the Syracusan 
Corax (fr. 736a-c). 

III Compare Posidonius' claim that philosophy-and specific philosophers-dis~ 
covered the arts and techniques of daily life (Seneca, Ep. 90. 7, , 1-13, z0-6, 3'-z = fr. 
Z84 Edelstein-Kidd). 

III Moschion is generally dated to the 3rd cent. BCE, but this tragic fragment (fr. 6) 
contains clear verbal echoes of 5th- and 4th-cent. progress accounts; see Guthrie 
1969. Hi. 8[-z. For the practice of cannibaJism by early humans, see too above, Sect. .. ,.. 

4· FireandLanguage 
ISI 

inventiveness of Prometheus, or to necessity, or to the teaching of 
nature (lines 20-2). 

In a fragment of the comic writer Athenio, we find ' 
k · h' . a tongue-lIl_ 

cheek passage on coo Ing as t e OrIgIn of civilization H 
, ., b l'k . ere, too 

there are prImitIve, east I e men who indulge in all I h ' 
. '. eop agy. A 

lever man begInS to roast the meat of sacnficlal cattle d' c. ,~M~to 

Athenio and cookIng then develops in earnest leadl'n t . 
'. ' goasenes 

of delicaCies. Pleased men subsequently begin to live to th 
, . d" IJJ A ge er, 

forming commumtles an cItIes. thenio, a Greek forerunner of 
Ciaude Levi-Strauss: presents us with a playful exegesis of the raw 
ll1ld the cooked. In DlOdorus Slculus' euhemeristic account f I 

. . .. . . 0 eary 
Egyptian history (I. 13-16), It IS OSIflS, the third king who b . 

f 'b I'" ,rmgs 
about the end 0 canm a Ism. OSlns, together with his sister I . 

I . d I 1J4 H '. SIS, introduces cu tlvate cerea s. ermes IS said to have introduced 
his innovations in language, writing, sacrificial practices, and music 
during their rule (above, Sect. I). Fire, on the other hand was 
invented by the very first king, Hephaestus, according to Diodorus 
here, 

In the Hippocratic treatise On Ancient Medicine, cooked food is 
not described as the impetus to the rest of the civilized arts, but diet 
is an important factor in furthering progress and distinguishing 
early humans from animals. On Ancient Medicine, a work generally 
dated to the end of the fifth century BeE, includes a description (ch, 
3) of primitive man starting out with the same foodstuffs as animals 
and slowly developing a more suitable diet over a long period of 
time. Human beings experimented with their crude and beastlike 
food, winnowing, grinding, sifting, kneading, mixing, boiling, and 
baking, and thus they gradually learned to prepare a diet suited to 

their constitution, These trial-and -error innovations in diet, under­
taken out of necessity (&.vv.YK"'l) and need (xpe{'1), form the basis of 
medicine according to the Hippocratic composition.'" Once again 
it is worth noting the parallels between diet and speech: both lan­
guage and cooked food lift men above animals and help them over­
come their physical inadequacies in relation to other creatures; 

'" Athenio fr. I K-A. (=Athen. '4. 66oeff.). Athenio's date is un<:enaiB. with 
",holars suggesting the 4th. ,1rd, or 1st cent. B<'E; see K.-A.. 1<)83, iv. 13· 

'" Compare Plut. De Is. et O,;r. 3560. 
us For an excellent discussion of On Artriftt Mediciw as a documeat of wttmwl 

billory again.t the background of ,th-cent. acrounts of the de~ ef ci .... • 
lion ,e_Iouanna 1990, .14-40; see ~ Blundelll<)86, 173-80· 

I 
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its physical, technological use and becomes the blaze of philosophy, 
thought incarnate. III This wider perception of the nature of fire 
points to two possible interpretations of the view, held by some 
ancient thinkers, that fire preceded language. We can understand 
that the physical control of fire by human beings came before and 
led to their use of speech, as, for example, in Vitruvius' account, but 
the claim may also imply, at times, that it is fiery thought or intelli_ 
gence which preceded language. 

Cooking and Culture 

An important use of fire is for cooking and sometimes we find that 
cooking and a mild diet, rather than fire itself, are said to be the chief 
ingredient underlying civilization. Here we return to the view, 
found in earlier chapters, of diet as an important marker which dis­
tinguishes humans from animals. According to some Greek writers, 
people become truly human or civilized by learning to control fire 
and cook their food. Moschion. a tragedian of uncertain date, 
describes primeval men as cannibals, in a brief account of the devel­
opment of civilization. 132 Early men, according to the fragment of a 
lost play by Moschion (fr. 6). live in caves or ravines and know 
nothing of agriculture. They kill one another and subsist on human 
flesh. Presumably these brutish men do know how to speak, for they 
have laws, but law is weak and violence shares Zeus' throne (lines 
15-16). It is only gradually, over time, that Moschion's humans 
acquire the arts of civilization. They discover cultivated grains and 
vines. agriculture, building etc. and become civilized. They also 
turn to a more regular-presumably cooked-diet and begin to bury 
the dead to prevent any further cannibalism. Moschion, incident­
ally, is indifferent as to how these changes come about over time, 
raising all three of the most common explanations furnished by 
ancient thinkers to explain the development of civilization. Human 
acquisition of the arts, Moschion states, may be due either to the 

735) and another of the invention of the art of words (rEXZI'rJv AbYWV) by the Syracusan 
Corax (fr. 736a-c). 

IJI Compare Posidonius' claim that philosophy-and specific philosophers-dis­
covered the arts and techniques of daily life (Seneca. Bp. 90. 7. 11-13.20-6.31-2 = fr. 
.84 Edelstein-Kidd). 

IIJ M08chion is generally dated to the 3rd cent. BeR, but this tragic fragment (fr. 6) 
contain. clear verbal echoes of sth- and 4th-cent. progress accounts; see Guthrie 
1969. iii. 81-2. For the practice of cannibalism by early humans, see too above, Sect. 
'·4· 
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inventiveness of Prometheus, or to necessity, or to the teach' of 
nature (lines 20-2). tng 

In a fragment of the comic writer Athenio, We find a . 
k · h' . tongue-m_ 

cheek passage on coo mg as t e ongtn of civilizatio H 
. .. b l'k n. ere too 

there are pnm~tlve, east I e men who indulge in allelop~ A 
clever man begms to roast the meat of sacrificial cattle d" . h ,~rtngto 
Athenio, and cookmg t en develops in earnest leadl'ng t . 

. . ' 0 a serIes 
of deitcacles. Pleased men subsequently begin to live t h 

. . d" lJJ oget er 
'orming commumttes an clttes. Athenio a Greek fo ' 
l' , rerunner of 
Claude Levi-Strauss, presents us with a playful exegesl's fth 

. " 0 eraw 
and the coo~ed. In DlOdorus .SI.culu~ ~uhemer!stic account of early 
EgyptIan hIstory (1. 13-16), It IS OStrlS, the thIrd king, who b . 

d f 'b I' 0 .. rIngS about the en 0 can m a Ism. SIns, together with his sister Is' 
I . d I lJ4 H '. IS, introduces cu ttvate cerea s. ermes IS saId to have introduced 

his innovations in language, writing, sacrificial practices, and music 
during their rule (above, Sect. I). Fire, on the other hand was 
invented by the very first king, Hephaestus, according to Diodorus 
here. 

In the Hippocratic treatise On Ancient Medicine, cooked food is 
not described as the impetus to the rest of the civilized arts, but diet 
is an important factor in furthering progress and distinguishing 
early humans from animals. On Ancient Medicine, a work generally 
dated to the end of the fifth century BeE, includes a description (ch. 
3) of primitive man starting out with the same foodstuffs as animals 
and slowly developing a more suitable diet over a long period of 
time. Human beings experimented with their crude and beastlike 
food, winnowing, grinding, sifting, kneading, mixing, boiling, and 
baking, and thus they gradually learned to prepare a diet suited to 
their constitution. These trial-and -error innovations in diet, under­
taken out of necessity (uvaYK1)) and need (X""1)), form the basis of 
medicine according to the Hippocratic composition. l3S Once again 
it is worth noting the parallels between diet and speech: both lan­
guage and cooked food lift men above animals and help them over­
come their physical inadequacies in relation to other creatures: 

'" Athenio fr. I K.-A. (= Athen. 14. 66oeff.). Athenio's date is uncerIJIift, 'Irith 
scholars suggesting the 4th. 3rd. or 1st cent. BC'E: see K.-A. 1<)83. iv. 13· 

'14 Compare Plut. De Is. e/ O.,;r. 356 •. 
III For an excellent disl'lIssion of 0,. A".n".t MfJf6d. as I doauaeatolatltunl 

history against the background of ;th-cent. accounts of the ck~ofci""­
rionsee1oulnna 1990, 34-4Q: see t'oo BlundeIlIC)8f>, ,,8-30. 
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't 's the motivating factor in their development. On Ancient neceSSl y I . . . 

Medicine includes a detailed descriptIOn of the experlme~tal proce_ 
dures which lead to the gradual development of huma~ diet, but no 
similar fifth-century document on the process and various stages of 
language invention survives. We shall se~ below that alI such extant 
descriptions were written several centuries later. 

The Source of Fire 

We do find relatively early accounts of the process of fire-making. In 
th Homeric Hymn to Hermes (108-15), a hymn assigned a date 
be:Ween the sixth and fourth centuries BeE, the infant H~rm~s 
invents a fire drill made of laurel and pomegranate wood. He IS said 
to be the first to transmit this technique ('EPf':ij, TO, 1TpwnCJTa 1Tvp~ia 

• "'. • Ill) Hermes does not, of course, invent fire and a "TTVP T aveOWK. •. . 

whole series of gods are associated with thiS powerful force. HeslOd 
is an early source for Zeus' use of fire. Zeus wields bolts of fire, a 
powerful weapon, against his opponents. He also grants heavenl.y 
fire freely to mortals until the separatIOn at Mekone, when he IS 

angered by Prometheus. Prometheus then steals fire, carefully 
hidden in a fennel stalk, and brings it to men. \36 Hephaestus, the 
master metalworker and craftsman, works with fire in his forge and 
in the Protagoras myth he is the source of the fire which Prometheus 
steals for men. In a later account, Hephaestus' role broadens and he 
is portrayed as a teacher of the uses of fire. Other g~ds associ~ted 
with fire are Hestia, goddess of the hearth, and lummous (<Po'fios) 

Apollo who can create a dazzling, frightening fire. '37 
This list of deities connected with fire points to a notable 

difference between fire and language. The part played by fire in 
Greek thought-and myth-is far more extensive than that allotted 
to speech and we find a series of patron deities who point to the 
source and different uses of fire. If gods create, bestow, steal, and 
preserve fire, as well as working and destroying with it, they do not 
use or manipulate language in the same way. There are, of course, 
gods associated with speech. Hermes appears-albeit in different 

1)6 See e.g. Zeus' conquest of Typhon. Hes. Theog. 8:zoff. and see fu~ther 
Detienne and Vernant 1978,77-83. On Prometheus and Zeus see Hes. Theog.5 1-<); 

ErgD 47-52; on the golden age, above, Sect. 2.3. . 
In Hephaestus teaches fire arts: latros FGrH 334 F 2. Apollo's fire: Homenc 

Hy"", 10 Apollo 44<>-7. For the way the characters and skill. of various god. are 
defined in relation to their use of fire, see Detienne and Vernant 1978, 280-3. 
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sources dating to different eras--as a creator of both fire and of Ian-
ge and Apollo, for example, uses a special form of I gua , . anguage 

oracular divination, to enhance communication between men and 
gods. There is also, as we have seen, a speci~ language of gods 
(above, Sec~. ~.3). Y~t we do not fin.d the gods Inventing, dispens_ 
ing, transmlttmg, usmg, or preservmg language, the way they do 
with fire. 

There are human inventors associated with the discovery or 
read of fire as well. We have already encountered (above Sect. 2) sp h' . , 

a first man, Phoroneus w 0 IS said to be a firebringer. Phoroneus 
must have used his gift of fire when introducing scattered men to 
social life and founding the first community. Interestingly, accord­
ing to a passage in Hyginus (Fabulae 143), these early men lived 
without cities or laws, but did speak a single language, even before 
Phoroneus' rule. Here, it seems, speech precedes fire.'" Hellanicus 
assigned the discovery of fire and of armour to the people of 
Lemnos.139 The Elder Pliny tells us that Pyrodes son of Cilex 
created fire from flint ignem e silice Pyrodes Cilicis (NH 7. 198), but 
this seems little more than a play on words."o Pliny immediately 
adds that Prometheus is to be credited with the preservation of fire 
in a fennel stalk. There is, incidentally, no inventor of language to be 
found among the hundred-odd divine, heroic, and human inventors 
of arts and crafts named by Pliny in his catalogue.'" Discussions of 
the invention or source of fire feature more frequently in ancient 
writings than accounts of the origin of language. At the same time, 
Greek thinkers often point to speech as a criterion to distinguish 
humans from animals (above, Sect. 2.2), but only rarely refer to fire 
as another such marker. Diogenes the Cynic is said to have pointed 
out that animals manage quite well without fire, and he blames 
Prometheus for bringing fire to mankind. The use of fire, Diogenes 
argued, is a negative practice leading to softness, luxury, and ulti­
mately a more difficult life.'" It is again worth noting (above, Sect. 

III See West 1997, 3 IS. who notes the suggestion that the early epic PIttwtMis 
underlies this passage of Hyginus. 

U~ FGrH 4 F 7 I b: €v A~J.Lv<p 7TPWTWS £VpEs" TO TE 7rVp Kflt al OwAovpyUu. Compare F 
7rc, where fire is not mentioned. and see Kleingiinther 1933. 127. 

'" Se. Schilling 1977, 242-3, who not only nores tbe significant name........-lolt 
but suggests that the name of Pyrodes' father. Cilex, is a "",rdplay on 1itellinui"imof 
Pliny'. text. 

'" NH7. 191-209: see esp. 192-3. Pliny does lista series ofiD_wile __ 
tributed to the ancient 8rt of writing. 

". Dio Chrys. 0,. 6. 22, 2$-9; see too the further sou...,.. cited byOole.,67, .,., 
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necessity is the motivating factor in their development. On Ancient 
Medicine includes a detailed description of the experimental proce_ 
dures which lead to the gradual development of human diet, but no 
similar fifth-century document on the process and various stages of 
language invention survives. We shall see below that all such extant 
descriptions were written several centuries later. 

The Source of Fire 

We do find relatively early accounts of the process of fire-making. In 
the Homeric Hymn to Hermes (I08-IS), a hymn assigned a date 
between the sixth and fourth centuries BeE, the infant Hermes 
invents a fire drill made of laurel and pomegranate wood. He is said 
to be the first to transmit this technique ('EPI'7JS TOl 7TpdJTWTa 7Tvp~i'a 
7T!JP T' aVE/)WKE I I I). Hermes does not, of course, invent fire and a 
whole series of gods are associated with this powerful force. Hesiod 
is an early source for Zeus' use of fire. Zeus wields bolts of fire, a 
powerful weapon, against his opponents. He also grants heavenly 
fire freely to mortals until the separation at Mekone, when he is 
angered by Prometheus. Prometheus then steals fire, carefully 
hidden in a fennel stalk, and brings it to men.'" Hephaestus, the 
master metalworker and craftsman, works with fire in his forge and 
in the Protagoras myth he is the source of the fire which Prometheus 
steals for men. In a later account, Hephaestus' role broadens and he 
is portrayed as a teacher of the uses of fire. Other gods associated 
with fire are Hestia, goddess of the hearth, and luminous (<Po,pos) 

Apollo who can create a dazzling, frightening fire. '" 
This list of deities connected with fire points to a notable 

difference between fire and language. The part played by fire in 
Greek thought-and myth-is far more extensive than that allotted 
to speech and we find a series of patron deities who point to the 
source and different uses of fire. If gods create, bestow, steal, and 
preserve fire, as well as working and destroying with it, they do not 
use or manipulate language in the same way. There are, of course, 
gods associated with speech. Hermes appears-albeit in different 

... See e.g. Zeus' conquest of Typhon, Hes. Theog. 8zoff. and see further 
Detienne and Vernant 1978,77-83. On Prometheus and Zeus see Hes. Thtog.S61-<}; 
Er,a 47-52; on the golden age, above, Sect. 2.3. 

U1 Hephaestus teaches fire arts: Istros FGrH 334 F z. Apollo's fire: Homeric 
HYfMI 10 Apollo 440-7. For the way the characters and skill. of various gods are 
defined in relation to their use of fire, see Detienne and Vernant 1978, 280-3. 
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d · d'ff IS! sources atmg to I erent eras--as a creato f b h 
d A II £ ro ot fireandof'-

guage, an po 0, lor example, uses a spec' I < -.-
d.· . la .orm of lan ... , ...... 

oracular IvmatlOn, to enhance Communicat' b e ...... ~, 
gods. There is also, as we have seen a sp I~nl letween men and 

, eCla anguage of ads 
(above, Sect. 2·3)· Yet we do not find the gods' . . g .. . mventmg dlspens 
ing, transmlttmg, usmg, or preserving langu h' -
with fire. age, t e way they do 

There are human inventors associated with h d' 
spread of fire as well. We have already encount dt (e b ISCOVery or 

'. ere a ove Sect 2) 
a first man, Phoroneus who IS said to be a fireb . P , . 

d h · . rInger. horoneus 
must have use IS gift of fire when introduci .' f . ng scattered men to 
social hfe and oundmg the first community Int . I . '. . erestlOg y, accord-
mg to a passage m Hygmus (Fabulae 143) these I . . . . I . ,ear y men hved 
Without cities or aws, but dId speak a single Ian , I H . guage, even before 
Phoroneus ru~. ere, It seems, speech precedes fire. m Hellanicus 

aLssigned 1~~eTdhlscEovldery pOI~ fire and of armour to the people of 
emnos. e. e.r my .t~lls us that Pyrodes son of Cilex 

cr~ated firetr~m fhnt tgnem e stltce Pyrodes Cilicis (NH 7.198), but 
thiS seems Itt e more .than a play on words. '40 Pliny immediately 
adds that Prometheus IS to be credited with the preservation of fire 
in a fennel stalk. There is, incidentally, no inventor oflanguage to be 
found among the hundred-odd divine, heroic, and human inventors 
of arts and crafts named by Pliny in his catalogue. 14 ' Discussions of 
th~ ~nvention or source of fire feature more frequently in ancient 
wntlOgs than accounts of the origin of language. At the same time 
Greek thinkers often point to speech as a criterion to distingumh 
humans from animals (above, Sect. 2.2), but only rarely refer to fire 
as another s~ch marker. Diogenes the Cynic is said to have pointed 
out that aOlmals manage quite well without fire, and he blames 
Promet~eus for b~inging fire to mankind. The use of fire, Diogenes 
argued, IS a negative practice leading to softness, luxury, and ulti­
matelya more difficult life. 142 It is again worth noting (above, Sect. 

... See West 1997. 315. who notes the suggestion that the early epic ~ 
underhes thiS passage of Hyginus. 

119 FGrH 4 F 7Ih: JJ' A~p.vo/ 71'PWTW~ EUpJ8T, TO TE friip IM' o.,o..\o.."...CornpueF 
?I~:owhere fir~ i~ not mentioned. and see Kleingiinther 1933, 117. 

See Schllhng 1977. z42-3. who not only notes the.igni6eantname...,....... 
b~t suggests that the name of Pyrodes' father, Cilex, is. wurdplay on doelillt .... of 
Phny', text. 

.'" NH7· 191-.09; see esp. 192-3. Pliny does lista seriesofia_ .... _ 
tn~ted. to the ancient art of writing. 

010 Chrys. Or. 6. ", .S-<}; see too the further ......... cited ~yC .. I .. .,. ''-' 
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3.4) that while Cynics were willing to give up all the 'refinements' of 
civilization, including cooked food, clothing, marriage, and the 
avoidance of incest and cannibalism, they never considered relin­
quishing their use of speech. We do not find any Cynic disavowal of 
human speech and while Cynics often delighted in shocking 
onlookers by their public displays of unconventional behaviour, no 
Cynic is said to have flaunted silence. Perhaps the strongest objec­
tion by a Cynic to any form of communication is the statement 
attributed to Antisthenes that people should not be taught to read 
for fear of being corrupted by others.''' If fire, in the Cynic view, is 
superfluous and the root cause of much evil, language is not. 

Mastering Fire and Mastering Language 

The use oflanguage and the control of fire are perhaps humankind's 
greatest abilities. These capacities are universal-language and fire 
are found in every known human civilization-and exclusively 
human achievements. 14. Modern researchers note the many paral­
lels between these two capacities. Both the mastery of fire and of 
language underlie all civilizations and were undoubtedly part of the 
civilizing process; both are overarching capabilities which lead to a 
whole series of further developments; both involve a mental 
process, as well as requiring social interaction and a technical or 
physical ability; both greatly enhanced humans' ability to survive in 
their competition for resources with non-humans. Finally, both 
needed to be mastered only once, for after fire and language were 
first acquired by humans, their continued use depended on social 
organization and cultural tradition. 145 

While some ancient narratives attribute the coming of language 
and of fire to single individuals, other Greek and Roman writers 
share the modern view that the use of both fire and language must 
have developed in stages. Modern thinkers suggest that the mastery 
of fire involved three stages of increasing control: (1) the passive use 
of natural fire for heat, light, and cooked food, (3) the ability to col-

14J Antisthenes: Diog. Laert. 6. 103; see too Dio Chrys. Or. 10. 16 and Philemon 
fr. 96 K.-A. for negative evaluations of human reasoning (OU1JlO~(l and AOYos- respec~ 
tively) 3S superfluous. Contrast Diog. Laert. 6. 73 and 6. 24 where Diogenes the 
Cynic is said to attach great importance to Aoyo~peech and/or reason. 

144 See Goudsblom 1992, esp. 1-3. He notes that modern anthropologists ignore, 
at timel, the pivotal role of fire in human civilizations. 

.. , Se. Goudsblom 1989, e.p. 16'-3: 1992, ch •. '-4 and 9. In ch. 6 of hi. book he 
tncludo a survey of the practical uses of fire in ancient Greece and Rome. 
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lect tranSport, and preserve fire, and (3) the deliber te k' dl' , . . a m IIIgofa 
fire These stages are very similar to the scena . . . no suggested by 
VitruvIUS. I • 6 We have seen that according to V' . 

. . . ItruVlU8 (De 
Archttectu~a 2. 1-3), fire has a natural ongm, for the first fire which 
humans Will feed and preserve comes from tree b h bb' ranc es ru mg 
against one another. These early humans who ove h . . ' rcome t elf fear 
of flames and learn to appreciate the great advantage f h the . o eat, n 
add logs to keep the fire gomg. Here, Vitruvius' humans f I 

. '. 0 ongago 
go bey~nd usmg .the gifts ~upphed by nature-beyond the kind of 
action mvolved m sheltenng m a cave or feeding on f't d 

b d · f . rulc-an 
improve matters y mt 0 their own efforts They als . '" . . o act as a 
gTOup, wI.th no particular mdlvldual credited with the discovery or 

PreservatIOn of fire. The fire-feeders then call in others us' , mgges-
tures (nut~ .monstrantes) to demonstrate the benefits of fire. Perhaps 
these additIOnal men are needed for gathering wood, for fire is 

. db 1'7 . more 
easdy preserve y a group. After men begm to associate together 
through the discovery of fire, they gradually learn to speak with one 
another, according to Vitruvius' account, and the process of lan­
guage acquisition which he outlines is similar to that involved in the 
mastery of fire. Here, too, men move from a natural phenomenon-­
in this case, their ability to produce sound-to learning how to 
refine and develop this natural gift by articulating sounds. The next 
stage of language acquisition is one of deliberate creation, with 
humans coining words, that is, using an articulate sound to signify 
an object. I •• The progressive mastery of language by Vitruvius' 
early humans seems to be the product of a group effort, as was their 
domestication of fire. It is worth noting that while Vitruvius sets out 
succinctly all the stages leading to the complete mastery oflanguage, 
he does not tell us, in parallel fashion, how men reach the final stage 
in domesticating fire, learning to produce fire at will. 

Not all modern scholars agree with Vitruvius' hypothesis that fire 
preceded language, and they approach the issue in two rather 
different ways, using both psychological reasoning and archae0-
logical evidence. The psychological argument is that only if 

... Goudsblom (1989. 162-3) bases this model ofthe acquisition of6...,on.-__ 
lined by James Frazer; see too Goudsblom 1992, ch. I. 

.. , See Col. 1967032 and 35. 

... Modern scholars do not seem to note th..., parallels betweeft tIae ...... of 
domesticating fire and tho~t" of language acquisition. This is especially surprisi:lle iD 
the case of Goudsblom 1989, an analysis of the close IiRks between -...-' """"'" 
of fire and their capacity for communication. 
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humans possessed some sort of language would they dare to con. 
vince one another that fire could be approached and tamed. 'It is 
hard to imagine fire, which all other species fear and flee from, being 
tamed and handled by a species with no kind of secondary represen. 
tational system ... a language, even a protolanguage, uncouples 
stimulus and response allowing its owner to look objectively at 
things that ... might arouse emotions too violent to control. "'9 This 
claim is speculative, and other modern thinkers side with Vitruvius 
and reverse the sequence, claiming that it was their experience of 
fire which stimulated the imagination of early man to invent 
speech.15. Archaeological remains provide a firmer basis for argu­
ment and scholars generally agree that such remains indicate that 
homo erectus was the first human to use fire extensively; they are less 
certain that homo erectus possessed language abilities. IS. Language, 
of course, does not leave the material traces that fire does. 

Classical authors are similarly divided on the question of the 
chronological, causal, and psychological links between language 
and fire. Diodorus of Sicily and Lucretius are two ancient authors 
who published their works not long before Vitruvius, and they may 
have influenced him. '" Both Lucretius and Diodorus discuss the 
origins of language and of fire, but their accounts differ from that of 
Vitruvius. Diodorus, in fact, includes two (inconsistent) accounts of 
the discovery of fire in the first book of his Bibliotheca. In a general 
survey of the beginnings of humankind (discussed below, Sect. 5), 
Diodorus describes language as the very first art of civilization 
developed by early humans. Unlike Vitruvius, he imagines that 
primeval men began to use fire only after they learned to speak. 
Diodorus also tells of the discovery of fire in his narrative on the 
early history of Egypt (see above, Sect. I ).''' There he states that fire 

14. Bickerton 1990, 141 . 

no See Hewes 1992, 16, who surveys earlier discussion and compare Goudsblom 
1992,13-[4. Goudsblom 1989 argues that fire was conducive to the development of 
language. 

U1 See Leakey 1994. xiv (but see 129); Lieberman 1998,80; Beaken 1996,84 and 
93-4; Goudsblom 1989. 164 and 1992. 17. See too above. Sect. 3. 

I ~l Vitruvius wrote the De A rchitectuTQ after 27 BCE, while the terminus ante quem 
for Diodorus is 30 BCE; see Cole 1967.15 with n. I, who finds no firm evidence for 
Diodorus influencing Vitruvius directly, but pays close attention to the parallels 
between the anthropological texts of the two writers in chs. I, 2, and 4 of his book. 
Vitruvius mentions Lucretius and his contribution to knowledge (De Arch. 9, praef. 
17)· 

IU On the relation between Diodorus' two accounts of the beginnings of civiliza­
tion, lee Burton 1972, Scr-I and the further references below, n. 16 •. 
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as discovered by a single individual, Hephaestu8 when I'..&., . 
w d . h ,a 'lSutnmc 
bolt struck a tree an It caug t fire (I. 13· 3). The man Hephaeatus 
enjoyed the flames, added wood to the fire to keep it going, and 
then invited others. to see the fire. Hephaestus was subsequently 
rewarded for hIS dIscovery by becoming the first king of E 

D' d I h' I' gypt, according to 10 orus .. n t IS a ternatlve, euhemeristic version of 
the discovery of fire, DlOdorus again disagrees with Vitruvius. H 
locates the source of fire-a lightning bolt-in heaven rather than a:: 
earth, and he has a single, named individual recognize its benefits 
and discover the way to feed a fire, rather than a group. We first hear 
of speech-possibly the actual invention of speech by Herrnes-­
during the reign of the third king Osiris (above, Sect. I). 

Lucretius also discusses the discovery of fire when telling of the 
beginnings of language and civilization. 15. He describes the ways in 
which humans could have learned to use fire, mentioning both light­
ning bolts (to which Diodorus will return) and the friction of tree 
branches rubbing together (to which Vitruvius will return). Both 
the lightning bolts and the sparks from trees are presented by 
Lucretius as natural, random phenomena: his fire is not a gift from 
Prometheus. The sun, Lucretius adds, taught humans to cook.''' 
Unlike Vitruvius and Diodorus, Lucretius does not elaborate on the 
stages by which humans learned to control fire. In his account, fire 
is part of the process which leads to human acquisition of speech, 
but only part. Housing, clothing, fire, and, above all, family life 
cause humans to become softer and it is then that we first hear oflan­
guage, as early men communicate in stammering fashion, by means 
of cries and gesture, and begin to form a regulated community with 
their neighbours.' ,. Lucretius and Vitruvius, then, agree that fire 
came before language, but point to very different effects of fire 
which brought about speech, while Diodorus (in one of his two 
accounts) argues for the priority oflanguage. 

H4 Lucretius' account of fire is an appendix or footnote of sorts tac:k.ed OIl tlI his 
earlier account of the origin of civilization in DRN s. 1011-28; he then contiauIa the 
progress account at lines 1105 ff. . 

IS. DRN 5.1091-110 •. See Gale 199 •• 17~, who notes that ~deIiIIw· 
ately plays with the idea of fire a. a gift from haven, replacing PromodoeoIs ..... 
thunderbolt . 

... DRN 5.1011-23. \Vewill retumw Lucreti ... ·ideaoadte ............... 
below (Sect. 5: see too Seet. 2 .• ). 
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4. The Invention of Language 

s. MEN INVENT LANGUAGE TOGETHER 

Vitruvius, Diodorus, and Gicero 

Let us look more closely at Vitruvius' description of the develop_ 
ment of language. The passage is compressed and difficult: several 
phrases can be understood in more than one way .• " 

In eo hominum congressu cum profundebantur aliter e spiritu voces, 
cotidiana consuetudine vocabula, ut optigerant, constituerunt. deinde 
significando res saepius in usu ex eventu fari fortuito coeperunt et ita 
sermones inter se procreaverunt. 

In this gathering of men, as they breathed forth different sounds, they fixed 
articulate sounds by chance in the course of their daily routine. Next, signi­
fving the things they used more frequently, humans began to speak by 
c'hance according to the event. '" Thus they produced conversations among 
themselves. (De A Tchitectura 2. I. I) 

We have seen that communication between Vitruvius' early 
people began with the gestures used by some to summon others to 
the fire. Next, as these men were gathered together on a daily basis 
they took advantage of their natural ability to produce varied-but 
confused-sounds and began to articulate sounds deliberately 
(vocabula).'59 These deliberate sounds are then transformed into 
words when they are assigned meanings, with the first words refer­
ring to objects of everyday use. People repeatedly made use of a 
chance association between sound and meaning as the need to coin a 
new word arose. They then began to speak, presumably after fur­
ther increasing their vocabulary and learning to string individual 
words together, although Vitruvius does not specifically say so. 
Finally, there is full-scale communication with men initiating con-

In For various proposed emendations of Vitruvius' text, see Spoerri 1959, 14]-2 
and the further references there, 

• 58 Cole 1967, 63-7 suggests translating ex eventu far; fortuito coeperunt 'began to 
speak because of this fortuitous event' and thinks that the fortuitous event is the suc­
cessful use of communication at a moment of crisis. 

"q For this interpretation of Ivocabula as articulate sounds rather than words, see 
the convincing arguments and parallels-particularly Diad. t. 8. 2-3 and eic. Rep. 3· 
3 (both discussed below)-adduced by Cole 1967. 60-. nn. 1-2. If we take vocabula 
to mean 'words' we can perhaps understand that these first words are individual ones, 
with different objects assigned different sounds by different people. Coining stand­
ardized words to be used by the group as a whole would then be the next stage oflan­
guage development. Or else these original words are shared by all and the next stage 
of language outlined by Vitruvius involves expanding speech to larger syntactic 
block •. Neither of these interpretations is immediately apparent from Vitruvius' 
te-xt. 
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versations with one another. These talking, upright men then go OIl 

to build houses, accordmg to the author of De Architectura, and IIlh­
sequently develop, step. by step, other crafts and disciplines. 

It seems safe to conJectu~e that the men of Vitruviu8' aCCOUnt 
developed language because It was advantageous to do so . 

f d', ,just as we 
are told th~t they oun It benefi.clal to use and preserve fire. Utility 
and expediency-and not, for mstance, a desire to express _ 

h f V · ., " emo 
tions-are t e reason or ItruvlUS ongmal language. In this 
account, language IS developed by ~ group of people acting together, 
with both nature a~d cha~ce ?I.aymg a part in the process. Nature 
supplies humans with their ablhty to emit different sounds and the 
learn to control and refine this natural ability in order to Produc~ 
distinct, articulate sounds. While Vitruvius' text is difficult, it seems 
safe to say that chance is involved in both the formation of the first 
articulate soun~s (~ee ut op~ig~rant) and t.he assignment of meanings 
to words, the lmkmg of slgmfier and Signified (see ex eventu ... 
Jartuito) .•• 0 One further point to be noticed is the role played by 
time: Vitruvius describes the invention of language as a process 
which develops in stages, over time. 

Diadorus of Sicily 

We find a more detailed account of the beginnings of civilization and 
the process of language acquisition in Diodorus Siculus. In the first 
book of his Bibliotheca (I. 8), Diodorus describes primitive humans' 
gradual ascent to civilized life, where men progress by their own 
efforts, taught by necessity.'·' Diodorus' narrative of humans' 
ascent to civilization, written in the first century BCE, has sparked a 
great deal of scholarly interest because it is thought, by some, to be 
based upon anthropological speculations by Democritus or another 
fifth-century BCE thinker. The overall framework of Diodorus 1. 

7-8-a description of the origin of the universe, followed by an 
account of the first living creatures, including man, and then an out­
line of the beginnings of civilization-seems to follow the sequence 
of cosmogony, zoogony, anthropogony, and, at times, anthrop­
ology, found in pre-Socratic writings such as that of Anaximatlder 

IMl See, however, Spoerri 1959, 142 with n. 32 and compare previous note. 
161 This progress account precedes his more detailed and r.therditferattsurvey~ 

early Egyptian civilization (s.ee above. Sect. I and Sect. 4). These two MXCNft'tS.m 
DiodoTUs on the development of civilization are seen b)' some scltoiarsas~ 
toF)'-1ee e.g. Spoerri '959. esp. J6~-3. ~o6-7. Col. 1967. '74~ """. docIoiIed 
hypnthesis on the original orde-ring and interweaving of D-iodorus' two I(.'(;(NftCL 
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5. MEN INVENT LANGUAGE TOGETHER 

VitTUvius, DiodoTUs, and Cicero 

Let us look more closely at Vitruvius' description of the develop. 
ment of language. The passage is compressed and difficult: several 
phrases can be understood in more than one way. 151 

In eo hominum congressu cum profundebantur aliter e spiritu voces, 
cotidiana consuetudine vocabula, ut optigerant, constituerunt. deinde 
significando res saepius in usu ex eventu fari fortuito coeperunt et ita 
sermones inter se procreaverunt. 

In this gathering of men, as they breathed forth different sounds, they fixed 
articulate sounds by chance in the course of their daily routine. Next, signi­
fying the things they used more frequently, humans began to speak by 
chance according to the event. '" Thus they produced conversations among 
themselves. (De Architectura 2. I. I) 

We have seen that communication between Vitruvius' early 
people began with the gestures used by some to summon others to 
the fire. Next, as these men were gathered together on a daily basis 
they took advantage of their natural ability to produce varied-but 
confused-sounds and began to articulate sounds deliberately 
(vocabula).'" These deliberate sounds are then transformed into 
words when they are assigned meanings, with the first words refer­
ring to objects of everyday use. People repeatedly made use of a 
chance association between sound and meaning as the need to coin a 
new ~ord arose. They then began to speak, presumably after fur­
ther increasing their vocabulary and learning to string individual 
words together, although Vitruvius does not specifical1y say so. 
FinaUy, there is fuU-scale communication with men initiating con-

IH For various proposed emendations of Vitruvius' text, see Spoerri 1959. 141-2 
and the further references there. 

ISH Cole 1967, 63-'7 suggests translating ex eventufarifortuito coeperunt 'began to 
speak because of this fortuitous event' and thinks that the fortuitous event is the suc­
cessful use of communication at a moment of crisis. 

15'1 For this interpretation of vocabula as articulate sounds rather than words, see 
the convincing arguments and parallels-particularly Diod. 1.8.2-3 and eic. Rep. 3. 
3 (both discussed below}-adduced by Cole 1967, 60-, nn. 1-2. If we take vocabula 
to mean 'words' we can perhaps understand that these first words are individual ones, 
with different objects assigned different sounds by different people. Coining stand­
ardized words to be used by the group as a whole would then be the next stage oflan­
guage development. Or else these original words are shared by all and the next stage 
of language outlined by Vitruvius involves expanding speech to larger syntactic 
block •. Neither of these interpretations is immediately apparent from Vitruvius' 
text. 
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versations with one an~ther. These talking, Upright men then go 01\ 

build houses, accordmg to the author of DeArchitec"· d b to ... ra,an IU _ 
Sequently develop, step by step, other crafts and disciplines. 

It seems safe to conJectu~e that the men of Vitruvius' account 
developed language bec~use It wa~ advantageous to do so, just as we 
are told that they found It benefi.clal to use and preserve fire. Utility 
and expediency-and not, fo~ ms~ance, a desire to express emo­
tions-are the reason for VltruvlUS' original language. In this 
account,language IS developed by ~ group of people acting together, 
with both nature and chance playmg a part in the process. Natur 
supplies humans with their ability to emit different sounds and thee 
learn to control and refine this natural ability in order to Produc~ 
distinct, articulate sounds. While Vitruvius' text is difficult, itseems 
safe to say that chance is involved in both the formation of the first 
articulate sounds (see ut optigerant) and the assignment of meanings 
to words, the linking of signifier and signified (see ex eventu ... 
!ortuito). I •• One further point to be noticed is the role played by 
time: Vitruvius describes the invention of language as a process 
which develops in stages, over time. 

Diodorus of Sicily 

We find a more detailed account of the beginnings of civilization and 
the process of language acquisition in Diodorus Siculus. In the first 
book of his Bibliotheca (I. 8), Diodorus describes primitive humans' 
gradual ascent to civilized life, where men progress by their own 
efforts, taught by necessity.'·' Diodorus' narrative of humans' 
ascent to civilization, written in the first century BCE, has sparked a 
great deal of scholarly interest because it is thought, by some, to be 
based upon anthropological speculations by Democritus or another 
fifth-century BCE thinker. The overall framework of Diodorus I. 

7-8-a description of the origin of the universe, followed by an 
account of the first living creatures, including man, and then an out­
line of the beginnings of civilization-seems to follow the sequence 
of cosmogony, zoogony, anthropogony, and, at times, anthrop­
ology, found in pre-Socratic writings such as that of Anaximander 

160 See, however, Spocrri 1959, ]42 with n. 32 and compare prev~ous note. 
161 This progress Ciccount precedes his more detailed and rather dlfferentSU.rvey~ 

early Egyptian civilization (see above, Sect. , and Se<:t. 4). These two a .. :OWIIS.ID 

Diodorus on the development of civilization are seen by some scholars IS ~ 
tory-s •• e.g. Spoerri '959. esp. '()2-3, 206-7. Cole 1967, '74~ has. deeoiIod 
hypothesis on the original ordering and interweaving of Diodorus' two8CCOUftts. 
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and Archelaus.'·' Many features of Diodorus' cultural history are 
reminiscent of the fifth-century descriptions of early man that We 
have looked at above. Diodorus' first humans are said to lead a dis­
ordered and beastlike life (iv a-raKT'P KallJ."p,woE! (3''P I. 8. r) and we 
have seen that these are two recurring words in early accounts.'.' 
There are several close verbal parallels between Diodorus' aCCOUnt 
and the Protagoras myth: both tales use virtually identical words to 
tell of early men who are scattered and dispersed before they learn to 
come together, of wars with wild animals, and of men learning to 
articulate speech. , •• While the exact relation between the passage in 
Diodorus and specific writings of the fifth century remains an open 
question, scholars are generally agreed that many elements of 
Diodorus' account, both of content and of wording, go back to the 
fifth century.'·' It would be particularly interesting for our purpos­
es to know if the detailed outline of the origin of language found in 
Diodorus could be dated as far back as the fifth-century BCE, but this 
too cannot be established for certain. , •• The account of the means by 
which men discovered the best kind of diet for themselves, found in 
the late fifth century Hippocratic tract On Ancient Medicine (above, 
Sect. 4), points to the possibility that a similar outline of the stages 
of language development was composed at that time, but no such 
text survives. 

According to Diodorus, primeval men are attacked by wild ani­
mals and it is expediency and fear which draw them together and 

'" See Havelock 1957, ch. 3 esp. 74-5 and app. toch. 5, 409-12; BlundellI986,ch. 
2; Guthrie ]957. 31-9; Kahn 1981, 100-3 and above, Sect. 3, on Archclaus. 

16J Compare in particular the opening of the Sisyphus fragment (ChUKTOS ..• fJlos 
Ka, 8-qp«.U81}s 1-2) above, Sect. 3, with Davies 1989. 18-19. See too O'Brien 1985. 
264-5 with n. 5. 

16-4 Scattered and dispersed: Q7rOpa.tJTJV PI. PTot. 322b; Diod. 1.8. I; comingtogeth­
er: J,V'TOVV ... dfJpot,€G8aL PI. Prot. 3223; dOpo,'oILEvovs Diod. 1. 8. 2; warring with ani­
mals: TOV iWJ) BTJptwv ",.6A€p.ov PI. Prot. 3zzb; 1To).~fLou",,'vov) P.EV mro TWV {}7Jptwv Diod. I. 

8. z; articulating speech: tj,wv-qv Kat DvofLaTa ... SL7Jp8pwua-ro PI. Prot. 3223; 8LUp(JpOW 

Ta~ A/eELS Diod. 1.8.3. See Morrison 1941, <)-10; Guthrie 1969, iii. 81. 
'6S The bibliography on the source behind Diodorus 1.7-8 is vast. See in particu­

lar Cole 1967, who expands and refines Reinhardt's original argument for the 
Democritean basis of the passage in Diodorus. Compare Spoerri (1959 and 1961), 
who contends that late Hellenistic sources probably underlie our text, but accepts 
that many motifs do go back to the 5th cent. BCE. Havelock 1957,406 and Blundell 
1986, 72 n. 22 include further bibliography. For the overall 5th-cent. origin of the 
Diodorus passage, see Guthrie 1957, 140--] n. 9; Kerferd 198], 141 with n. 2. 

I .. Havelock (1957,77-8) points to possible 4th- and Jrd-cent. BeE influences on 
thie section of Diodorus, such as the use of the word Vrro/(!f{fLEva-which he translates 
.. 'Iubstantive data'-and Diodorus' division of the olKovP.ElIl1 world into linguistic 
are ... 
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t ach them to help one another (r . 8. 2) Their contl' ed e . nu association 
slowly brings about an awareness of each other's cha 

I ' - , , 'aM' raetera 
(bfly&VwaKEIV E~ TOV KaTa !,,'KPOV TOVS 1JAWV Tv".OVS 1. 8. 2). This 
radual evolutIOn of a SOCial sense then leads to the d 1 g . eve opment of 

1lll1guage. DlOdorus seems to say here that society or at least a social 
.wareness of sorts precedes speech and calls it forth Ifl te hink • . . art era 
such as Rousseau concelVe of speech and sociability as . 1 bl '. an InSo u e 
Chicken-and-egg problem, With society necessary for th' . . . e InventIOn 
of language and language indispensable for the formation of . 

h · k h . I . . . . SOCiety, 
Diodorus tinS t at SOCla SenSItiVities precede and lead to lan-
guage.'·' 

Or perhaps Diodorus is saying something else. While most com­
mentators take the word 'TIJ1TOVS in Diodorus' text to mean 'charac­
ters', and think that Diodorus is claiming that men gradually learn 
to recognize one another's behaviour before they begin to speak 
Lovejoy and Boas take TV1TOUS as 'signs' and translate 'they present!; 
came to understand the signs they made to one another' . I •• Accord­
ing to this interpretation, some communication by gestures took 
place among Diodorus' early men even before they developed 
articulate speech; here we are reminded of Vitruvius' primeval 
gesturing men who summon others to the fire. The Christian writer 
Lactantius (c .240-3 20 CE) has an account of early society quite simi­
lar to that of Diodorus and there he suggests that first men used ges­
tures before vocal speech. Lactantius' early humans are said first to 
signify their desire by gestures and only afterwards to begin to 
develop speech (primo nutibus voluntatem suam significasse, dei1llk 
sermonis initia temptasse).'·9 Lucretius, too, assigns gestures to pre­
linguistic men and we shall encounter in the following chapter 
ethnographic descriptions of foreign, remote peoples who never go 
beyond gestures to actual speech. 1 '0 

'" See above, n. 75, and see Stam 1976, 8'-2. The actual question of the c:hidtm. 
.nd egg is raised by Plutarch as one of the topics of his Q. Symp. 635....638a. 

16. Lovejoy and Boas 1935,221 with n. 39. 
". Inst. Div. 6. 10. 13-14. Spoerri 1961, 7'rlh with n. 83 notes thegreetsimilari­

ty between Diodorus and Lactantius, but thinks that there are no gestUreS in 
Diodorus I. 8; he takes TV"OV, (75 n. 68) to mean '[menschlichel Gesbllt'.~' 
80urce is unknown, but may have been Cicero-see Spoerri 1959, IS8 D. ~ Colt 
1967, 64n. 10. Cole (1967, 63-'7) thinks that the.ccountsofDiodor .... Vitruvius,1Il4 
Lactantius contain traces of a theory according to which the very lUst act of_­
nitation was a non-verbal one, used in a crisis; this successful act tben.leclto the and­
ualdevelopment of speech. 

1'10 Gestures in Lucretius: below, text near M. 209-10; remote peoples: Sect. 5-.3-

\ 
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16:& 4. The Invention of Language 

There is one further sentence in this passage of Diodorus which 
suggests the possibility of gestures being used by early men even 
before they turned to speech. " I Diodorus, after outlining the begin_ 
nings of language, turns to the acquisition of other useful skills by 
primitive men. Humans begin with no clothing, housing, fire, or 
cultivated food and gradually learn to live in caves during the winter 
and to store fruits. They master the use of fire and slowly develop 
the technical and social arts (I. 8. 5-8). Diodorus then concludes his 
description of the advent of civilization by characterizing man as a 
creature who has necessity as his teacher and is well endowed by 
nature, possessing hands and speech and sagacity of mind to help 
him along. '" Language is presented here virtually as an innate 
endowment, along with hands and intelligence. We have already 
seen (above, Sect. 3) that Xenophon discusses human beings' 
hands, flexible tongue, and mental capacities-as well as their erect 
stature-in a single chapter of the Memorabilia (1. 4). The pre­
Socratic Anaxagoras-who may underlie Diodorus' narrative 
here-links hands and intelligence, stating that man is the wisest of 
creatures because he possesses hands. 17l Diodorus adds a third ele­
ment, language, and sees these three unique endowments of men as 
co-workers «(fVV€(yyo,), so that presumably language and hands work 
together. Is Diodorus referring to gestures here? Perhaps early 
humans used language and hands together at first, communicating 
both by sound and gesture (as do Psammetichus' children). Or per­
haps gestures preceded speech, and language freed men from the 
need to gesticulate and allowed them to use their hands for other 
activities. Gregory of Nyssa argues that if it were not for their hands, 
men's facial features--the shape of their mouths, teeth, and 
tongues-would be like those of beasts, since they would have to eat 

111 See Spoerri 1959. esp. 162, and 1961,72,77-8, who argues that Diad. I. 8isnot 
a consistent whole and is composed of two separate and incompatible sections, I. 8. 
1-4 and I. 8. 5-9. 

111 1(0.86).0" yap 1raVTWV .,.~v xp£to.p a.Un}v 8uS&'O'KaAov YEv'u(Jat 'Toi~ o.v9pcfnrms, 
~ou,uVTJV olKEtws 'T~l' £Kaa7'Oll p.&.87J{ILV EU~VE'i 'q,~ Kat GWEpyOVS IxovTt '"po'; Q7TaVTa 
x.ipar lea; ).0y01l Ka.t. I/Jvxi}'!i dyx{vota" (Diod. I. 8. 9). 

113 Aristotle, De Part. Anim. 10. 68,a: ):tvaeayopas ~(v ovv kat SUl TO XEtpCLS IXEtII 
;POJl'~TQTOV E(vat TOW ,tjJwv av8panroll (= DK 59 Aloz: compare B2Ib), See too the 
1t8tementby Galen, De UsuPartium 3. I (= Hi .• 68 Kiihn) XEtpo.S 1La, 8~ lLovo5 a1raV1'wlI 
(4uuv dvlJpwrro) laX~II, oPYQVQ '"pmOJlTQ t<P<fJ aot/lcjJ. (Aristotle himself argues the 
reverN, j,e. that man received hands because he is the wisest,) For the importance of 
human h.nd. see e.g. Xenophanes DK 21 BIS and the further references cited by 
Dickerman '909.27-9 and Renehan '98 •• 249. See too Vla.too '946. 57 (= '993, 
1s6-7); Spoerri '959. '48-52. 
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their food off the ground. In consequence, humans would on! 
able to bleat or. baa or moo, for they would not be capable of ar!!' 
late speech. It IS thanks to hands, Gregory concludes th -

ak ,,4 ' at men am 
spe . 

Let us look more carefully at Diodorus' description of the staga 
by which a group of early men produce speech together. 

~s 4>WV~) S J aa~f.Lov Kat aVYK£xvp.eV7JS ot;01]S ~K TOU KaT' 0'\' 8., • ..A.. , 

Aet.£tS, Ka~ 1TPQf!: d.A)'~AOVS rdUvrus a6f'~oAa 1TEpt (KaOTov t:o~ 7 POtIV,TClS' 
6" .J..I ) ~ "" \ \, I cov I11rOICE'~ 

yvwptp.ov u."ww aVTOtf!: 1TOt1JO'o.t TTJV 7TEP' a'TTav1'Wv ~PJt7JVEta.V. 

From meaningless and confused cries by slow degrees they . Iated 
forms of speech and by agreeing among the.mselves on expressio::::"'ery 
object In front of them, crea~ed a mutually Intelligible mode of communica_ 
tion about everything. (DlOdorus 1. 8. 3)'" 

Diodorus' primit.ive h~mans go from uttering senseless, confuaed 
noises to slo.wly artlc~latmg sounds. At this stage, apparently, men 
produce artIculate, dlstmct sounds but attach no meaning to these 
utterances. Next th~y begin to coin words together, agreeing upon 
specific sounds, whIch serve as symbols or tokens for each of the 
various objects they encounter."o Their linguistic capabilities 
expand and eventually they are able to communicate to one another 
about everything. Diodorus' early humans seem to Cooperate from 
the very start in creating a language together, jointly settling upon 
the words to be used to designate objects. Here it seems plain that 
language comes about as the result of a social compact with various 
members of the group suggesting to one another the sounds used as 
tokens to signify specific objects (Kal "pas ill~AollS T~ 
uVp.~o>'a), that is, suggesting words, and these words are then 
accepted by the group as a whole. 

The continuation of this passage of Diodorus makes it plain that 
the first forms of speech are conventional in more ways than one: not 

only are they the product of a convention or an agreement between. 
members of the group, but there is also an arbitrary relatioa 
between word and object, not a natural fit. Diodorus posits.series 
of first languages, rather than a single original tongue, and he thiRb 

", See Gregory of Nyssa. De Gpij. Ho",. c. 8p,'48d-149aandseeCoIe .967 ........ · 
Dickerman 1909. '5-17 esp. n. ',brings a series of sources linking honcIslDIiopeec:ll 
and notes that the two are 'consociatae', 

m This translation is an adaptation of Guthrie 1969. iii. 81. For~&Scca­
rnunication or speech set" above, n. ] z. 

'" SeeWhitaker '996. Q-'3 for.usefllldiSClolSSionofthe .......... of~iII. 
liquistic context. 
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I~ 4. The Invention of Language 

that different groupings of men went through the same phases of 
creating a language in different areas of the inhabited world. Each 
grouping developed its own form of speech. Not everyone speaks 
the same language, Diodorus explains, for each group composed 
words by chance (oux op.or/Jwvov 1TtlV'TaS' €XEl.V 'T~V OU1AEK"TOV, £KaUTwV 

ws ET"X' a"vTa~ciV'Twv Ta, M~." I. 8. 4). That is why there is every 
conceivable form of language, he concludes. Here Diodorus tells us 
that different groups of humans produced a first language in many 
regions of the inhabited world and did so together, by agreement. 
Different groups reached different agreements-and consequently 
different languages. The phrase WS ET"X' 'as it chanced' seems to 
indicate that names in the different first languages were assigned to 
objects arbitrarily, by chance, with no natural affinity between word 
and object. 177 

Here it is worth looking at another account of the beginnings of 
language, that supplied by Cicero in book 3 of his Republic, which 
was composed some two decades before Diodorus' Bibliotheca. '78 
Cicero's outline of the stages of language development is very simi­
lar to that of Diodorus, but he differs from Diodorus in the under­
lying factors which lead to speech. Cicero says nothing of social 
interaction between pre-linguistic humans and has men begin to 
develop speech under the influence of reason. The opening of book 
3 of Cicero's Republic is lost, but Augustine tells us that Cicero 
speaks there of weak and troubled early humans for whom nature is 
a stepmother rather than a mother; men do, however, possess a 
divine spark of intelligence and reason.179 We can now turn to 
Cicero's own words: 

[mens] ... eademque cum accepisset homines inconditis vocibus inchoa­
tum quiddam et confusum sonantes, incidit has et distinxit in partis et ut 
signa quaedam sic verba rebus inpressit homines que antea dissociatos 
iucundissimo inter se sermonis vinclo conligavit. 

And when [reason] found men with stammering voices uttering unformed 
and confused sounds, she separated these sounds into distinct classes, 
assigning words to things as a kind of distinguishing mark. Thus with the 
most pleasant tie of speech she bound together previously solitary men. 
(De Republica 3. 2. 3) 

,n Compare Alien 1948,36-7; Vlastos 1946, 52 n. 1 '4 (= 1993, 353 n. '4). 
I,. C icero '. DI Republica is dated to .5 I BeR. 

1,. divimu i",il ingenii It mentis (Augustine, Contra /uiianum 4. la. 60), 
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Cicero's early men, like those of DiodorU8 use I I., 
inchoate sounds at first. Reason-presented he o.n y confuaedll IIIId 

d . h re Vlrtua y as an out 
side, indepen ent entity, rat er than as an integral fh -

d d·· . h parto um_ 
then sorts an IstmgUls es these noises so th t 

d Th d" a men produce articulate soun s. ese Istmct sounds are then Co d . 
. d b' l'rme mtowords 

which are asslgne to 0 1ects as markers of sorts It· h' 
that it is sounds which need to be sorted here and'th 18 wo~ notlDg 

'f . e questIOn of the 
sorting or classl ymg of the world with its maniC Id b' 

. ' 10 0 ~ects and 
Phenomena, does not anse. Language according t C· 

. ' 0 Icero, then 
serves as a bond to forge ties between people and cr t . 

. h' ea e a SOClery 
Cicero outlmes a c ronologlcal sequence of (I) ratio I th gh' 

d() . . . . na ou t, 
(2) speech, an 3 society, m this bnef history of early h B 

. h bt h' umans.y referring to tea s ract mens as t e Impetus to speech-rather than 
positing th~t la~guage arose from a group of intelligent, rational 
humans actmg m concert-Clcero circumvents the difficult ques­
tion of how pre-soClal humans can create a language together 
question rai~ed, ~or ~xam~le,. by the Protagoras account (abo~ 
Sect. 3)' Society, m Clcero s view develops only in the wake oflan­
guage, while reason precedes speech. 18. 

We have already encountered several ancient authors who, like 
Cicero, think that thought precedes and serves as the stimulus to 

language, but these authors make no mention of the reverse phe­
nomenon, the influence language has on thought. Dio Chrysostom 
provides a rare description of the reciprocal effect of human speech 
and thought. In his Olympicus Dio includes an engaging description 
of early men for whom reason comes before language; these humans 
transform thought into words, delighting in their newly discovered 
power of naming. He states that early humanity was particularly 
close to the divine: surrounded by the heavens and earth, the stars 
and the sea etc., men could not remain without understanding. Dio 
then goes on to describe humans 'uttering the sweetest and most 

distinct sound, and taking pleasure in the pride and intellectuality 
of human speech (dya7TWVT<, T~S" avO/,o,.,L"'I' 4>ru.,.qs ..0 ,...v,- .... 
br'(1T~l-'ov), stamping symbols on things that came into their per­
ception, so as to name and point out everything they thought of 
(br.0/I-'£V01 aVI-'{3oAa TOI, .i, aia8'10'v a~.KVO"I-'''''''S" w, ...... ..0 .. .,.n. 
dvol-'a~EtV Kat 01/AOVV), easily acquiring thereby memories Uld 

... CompareCic. D,Off. I. 5C>-1 where.-.nond~(._ .. , ....... __ 
to underlie human socie-ty. 
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conceptions of an infinite range of thing~' .181 Here, Dio not only 
points to the role speech plays in expressmg thoughts and percep_ 
tions; he also notes how thought and memory develop m the wake of 
language. . . 

Returning to Cicero, Diodorus, and VltruvlUs, we find a strong 
parallel between the stages leading up to a language as depicted in 
these three authors l82-confused sounds, artic.ulate but meaning_ 
less utterances, the assigning of names, and ultimately full-fledged 
language-and the stages of language acquisition by children. 
Infants, modern researchers note, first cry and coo, and then babble, 
practising the articulation of sounds. Next young child~en learn to 
use single words and discover the power of names. Children then 
continue along the road to full-fledged language, combining words 
and forming increasingly complex syntactical units. m The p~y.l_ 
ogeny of language found in Cicero, Diodorus, and VltruVIUS IS In 

many ways parallel to the ontogeny of speech, as w~ kno~ it today, 
and perhaps even as the ancients themselves knew It. It IS pOSSible 
that Cicero Diodorus, and Vitruvius (or their sources) were uncon­
sciously at:ributing what they had observed of children's ac~uis­
ition of speech to primeval man. Yet, the process of developmg a 
primeval language is plainly more complicated than that of a child 
acquiring an already existing tongue ... 4 When words are aSSigned to 
objects, it is not only sounds that need to be dlstmgu~shed and 
ordered: the objects, too, must be organized and claSSIfied. For 
children the world is divided up into segments by their parents, but 
who cla;sified and distinguished objects to be named for primeval 
humans? Cicero, Diodorus, and Vitruvius are not troubled by this 
question. These ancient thinkers imagine early humans confronted 
by a world full of objects, external objects regularly found m front of 
them-compare Diodorus' TT.pi fKaa'TOV 'TWV t!1TOKEtI-"vwv and 
Vitruvius' res saepius in usu-to which they gradually attach names. 
Speech is the naming of external physical objects and not, for ex­
ample, the external expression of inner thought or feeling. 

U1 DiD Chrys. Or. 12. 28; the translation is that of Russell (I992~ 179) in ~is 
commentary ad loc. Compare too 12. 65 where Dio notes that men, lackmg except In 

relation to voice and speech, have an incredible wealth of language, giving names­
sometimes more than one--to everything they perceive. 

112 See Cole IQ67. 6, n. 2 for other ancient sources which list these stages of 
language. most not3hly HOT. Sat. I. ]. 103-4. . 

IU Bornstein 1996 is a very useful survey of the beginnings of infant communtca. 
tion; lee too Aitchi80n 1996, ch. 8, and above, Sect. 3.Z. 

114 See above. Ch. J panim. 
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Democritus, the Cratylus, and Conventionalism 

We have seen that Diodorus not only tells of the gradual . 
. I h ' successive stages by which ear y umans, taught by necessity, develop speech, 

but also touches upon the nature and creation of names' fi I 
. ,.. I In rst an-

guages DlOdorus ongma languages are accidental h h d . . . , ap azar 
affairs, and many scholars trace thiS view of language, with its arbi-
trary (and imperfect) relation between name and object back 

"5 I h' P ,to Democritus. .n IS commentary on lato's Craty[us, Proclustells 
us that Democntus saw names as conventional (O'a .. ) rather th 
natural (4)vaEt) and he cites four arguments made by Democritus~: 
substantiate this claim: (r) the existence of homonyms, that is, one 
word for two different objects, (2) the existence of synonyms or two 
different words for a single object, (3) the fact that names can be 
changed at will, and (4) the existence of things for which there are no 
words. "6 The comments cited by Proclus on the limitations oflan­
guage and the lack of a one-to-one mapping between words and 
things would fit nicely into a discussion of a piecemeal and random 
form of language developed by early humans. Democritus seems to 
have discussed the evolution of society and culture and he may have 
included an analysis of the origin and development of language as 
well.'" Some scholars suggest that the discussion in Plato's 
Cratylus (42 7a-d) on the means to build words from basic elements 
is influenced by Democritus' atomism: the Atomists refer to letters 
being like atoms. 188 It is also worth noting that Democritus supplies 
us with the earliest instance of the use of the word UAoya to refer to 

us See e.g. Guthrie 1965. ii. 473-5; see too 1969, iii. 206n. 2 and compare Baxter 
1992, '57-8 n. 241; Vlastos [946; Col. '967. 67-<.1. See too above for the alIegecI 
influence of Democritus on Diodorus I. 7-8 . 

... OK 68 B26 = Proclus.ln Craty/"m .6. Thefourfeatures .... tenned"""""-. 
lf10PP01TOl', j.l.ETWl'Vp,OV, l'(iWUp,01I respectively. Bames 1982.468-70 offers a cIifIaatt 
interpretation of the intent and content of Democritus' words here. For a modem 
recasting of Democritus' arguments, see Hanis 1980, 103-4. Democritus also nIa:s. 
pUZZlingly, to the relation betv"een word and thing and the ,"alidity of names when he 
describes the names of gods as dy~a7Q ~''''''Ta (OK 68 BI42). "8riouslytnnslot­
ed by commentators a~ 'voiced images', 'statues with voices', 'images in 9OUIl4" lad. 
Ispeaking images'. The attribution of this fragment to Democritus may be a sc:ribII 
error-see Baxtt'r IQQ2, J ,8 with n. 245 and Steiner 2001, 123 \1ltith ft. [77. See 
Guthrie 1965. ii. 475-6: C,;le 1967.68 n. '7: Barnes [982. 468-70 for dilfereftt ioMor­
pretations of this enigmatic fragment. 

III Cultural history fragments of Oemocritus: OK 68 A7S; A151; 81 .... 8154- Set 
too the further fragments cited and discusst'd by Havelock [957, 11s--4. 

, .. OK 67 A6. Sec n,'ntinetta [96[.00-7; Knous .987. 164-7 OIIdobow. Soct .•. 1 
with n. 36. 

" 
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creatures without speech (or reason), that is, animals, and this too 
would suit a context in which ( early) speaking men are distinguished 
from animals .... Yet we cannot be certain that Democritus dis­
cussed the beginnings of language, even if we are willing to credit him 
with a rudimentary semiotic theory. , •• An interest in the conven_ 
tional (or natural) relation between words and things does not nec­
essarily entail an investigation into the very origin of language.'·' 
(And, as we have seen throughout this chapter, the reverse is cer­
tainly true: a discussion of the beginnings of language need not 
touch upon the nature of names at all.) 

Plato's Cratylus is devoted to a lengthy examination of the cor­
respondence between words and objects, but barely discusses the 
origin of words and language. In this debate between Cratylus, 
Hermogenes, and Socrates on the nature of words, it does not much 
matter who the source of words, the name giver , is: it is the character 
of his words that count.'" Hermogenes of the Cratylus argues that 
words are correct designation of objects simply because of conven­
tion and agreement, while Cratylus believes in a natural fit between 
word and thing. Socrates will argue for a middle ground between 
these two views. The source of words or namegiver, termed a 
V0f'00<TTJS, QV0f'aTOO£TTJS, etc., is presented in the Cratylus in several 
different ways. When pressed by Socrates to explain how original, 
naturally correct names first arose, Cratylus will imagine the name­
setter to be divine. ,., Elsewhere in the Cratylus namegivers are said 
to be human, either single individuals, sometimes termed skilled or 

1119 DK 68 BI64. In this fragment Democritus compares the attraction of like to 
like into herds in the animal world with the aggregation of atoms, but scholars sug~ 
gest that there was a comparison with men forming societies as well. See Uxkull­
Gyllenband '924,3'; Havelock [957, [[8; Cole [967, [[0--[[. 

190 See Barnes 198~. 468-70; Baxtet 1992, 156-60 for two different suggestions on 
the content of Democritus' semiotic theory. 

'~' See esp. Fehling '975,2[8-29. Pinborg [975, 69-70; Barnes [982,466-7; 
SIu1ter 1997, 178-9 etc. also distinguish between these two questions. 

J9a The Pythagoreans are said to have been the first thinkers to have introduced 
the figure o~ th~ namesetter or &IJol-'a1'08E-T1}5. Pythagoras supposedly gave the 
second place In WIsdom to the one who set down names for things (0 TOrS' 7tpayltaat Ta 
oV0f'a'Ta .fU,..,.E.IJo<;); first place is reserved for number. The Pythagorean inventor of 
n~~es, like that of the Cratylus, is an indeterminate figure--either a god, daimon, or 
dlvme man-and should not be identified with Pythagoras himself. While 
Pythagoras introduced a whole series of new words, he clearly was not an inventor of 
language peTSe. See Aelian, VH 4. [7= OK 58 C2; Iamblichus, VP 82= OK 58 C4; 
C,~. ~ruc. [,25. 62 and the discu.sion. in Kraus [987, 39-40; Vogel [966, I 35...{j, 
210"""""AQ. 

19) (',ot. 4J8c; see 397c and 42 Sd. 
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(too) clever, or else groups of humans, often situated' 

b b b . In the retMte 
past. T~ere seem to e ar anan namesetters as well .... The . 
Cussion III the Cratylus touches only briefly upon th I' dia­. e ear leltform of 
(Greek) speech. We hear of pnmary names of an originallan 
which have ~ubsequently been embellished and distorted.'" =: 
words are saId to have been first found in foreign I 

d b h G k ,.. anguages before 
being adopte y t e ree s. None of this is set' . In any sort of 
social context 10 the Cratylus. We learn nothing of th . 

f . . e narneglver' B 
motive or reason or 10ventmg speech' there is no d' . . 'ISCUSslon of the 
place of speech 10 the development of civilization; no talk of the 
necessity or benefits of communication; no reference to h 
.' d 'd t e sur-roundmg CIrcumstances an Wl er human commun'ty As ., hI. one 

commentator puts It, on t e Cratylus view the . '. , ... name-gtver 
might as well have bestowed hIS gIft on apes or peacocks' .'.7 Pla ' 

. d" tos 
namesetter I~ no name 7Tp.W:~S wpeT-rys, divine or human, who 
brings a crUCIal element of ~Ivlhzed life to helpless humans: be is a 
shadowy, abstract figure, VIrtually a convenient device to explain 
our use of language. , •• 

It is custom~ry to use t~e con~rasting terms conventional (II£~,) 
and natural (q,V(JEL) when dlscusslllg both the origin oflanguage and 
the relation between words and things. This distinction goes back to 
ancient authors, but the terminology is confusing.'" We have 
already seen how the language developed by the early men of 
Diodorus' account can be said to be conventional; at the same time 
it can be termed natural as well. The gradual evolution of speech, 
going from meaningless noises to articulate sounds and then actual 
words, is a natural progression, as men gradually learn, to their 

... Single (clever) individuals: 3898, 404<, 424a, 431e, etc. Group: .... [b, 4'''' 
439c, etc. Ancient: 397c-<i, 411 h, etc. Barbarian: 3908. 

.. , Grat. 4[8a-o; see 399a and 4[4c--d. In some passages of the GNtyhu, tint 
names are taken as simple, more basic elements of language which underlie--logiall­
lyand not necessarily temporally-more complex words. See e.g. ~[MP2C wido 
Robinson [955, esp. 226 (= [969, [06) and Anagnostopoulos 1973"'4. esp. 3.8-«S; 
both argue persuasively against the idea that the Crat),lus is concerned with. ....... 
ginoflanguage. Compare too Baxter [992, 'P-3. 

... Grat. 409d....,; see 389d",,; 421C; 425d-e. 
197 Barnes 1982, 468. 
1'J. See Kretzmann 1971, 128--q; compare Rosenmeyer IC}98. 51-1; ......... 

[955, 22S...{j (= [969. 104...{j). 
, .. See e.g. Aulus Geliius [0.4.2; Ammonius,I .. Arist .• bll. 34. 15 .. ( ...... 

Pt.duo, In C,atyJum I'. The latter two authors note that theft is _.t-l" ...... 
distinclion between 'natural' and 'conventional'. See _ AI .... ' ..... ,....,. sa-s" 
Fehling [965, 218 If. 

, 
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benefit, to communicate. No individual, either divine or human, 
arrives on the scene with a ready-made form of speech, so that in this 
sense, language has a natural origin. At the same time this language 
is produced by the collective agreement or compact of a society of 
humans, and meanings are attached to words arbitrarily, so that 
convention underlies the language as well. In the next account ofthe 
beginnings of human language that we shall look at, that of 
Epicurus, the earliest form of speech is natural in an entirely new 
way. 

Epicurus, Lucretius, and Diogenes of Oenoanda 

We have seen that Epicurus probably discussed the origins of lan­
guage when writing about the beginnings of civilization in book 12 

of his lost On Nature. There is also a brief account of Epicurus' 
views on how early humans created a language in his extant Letter to 
Herodotus (75--6). This section of the Letter is a virtual minefield, 
with scholars arguing vigorously over the exact wording of the 
Greek text as well as its precise meaning. 200 Epicurus apparently 
discussed the origins of civilization at length in book 12 of On 
Nature, but in the Letter we find only a brief sentence on the role of 
nature in the development of civilization, before Epicurus turns to a 
discussion of language. 20 I Nature, we are told, both teaches and is 
educated, sometimes by necessity; it is also augmented by the 
discoveries of reason. Epicurus then outlines the development of 
language--where he immediately makes use of these concepts 
of nature, necessity, and reason-and states: 

.•. TCi OJl6~aTa £~ apxTjS" p.~ (UU€L YEvEu(Jat, ci"'" atiTdS' TOS ~uaEL'; TWV a1l8ponrwTJ 
KafY E«aOTa EOvTJ rata 1TaaxouaaS' 1T&.81] Kat. iOta AaJ.L~avo6aa) ~aV'T&.afLaTa l8tws 
TOl' dipa lK1TEjL1T£tV O"TEA,\oP.EVOV vq,' EKaoTwv nuY 7ra8wv Kat nov 4mvTaa!-'aTwv, 
W~ av 1rOTE Kat. ~ 1Tapa TO US' T<hrovs: nov e(Jllwv (Jta~opo. n. 
... in the beginning names did not come into being by coining. Rather, the 
very nature of humans-in their different tribes-experienced individual 
feelings and received individual impressions. Each of these feelings and 
impressions caused them to exhale and dispatch air in their own individual 
manner and also according to ethnic differences from place to place. 
(Letter to Herodotus = Diog. Laert. 10.75) 

, .. Sedley '973. esp. 17-23; Vla.tos 1946; Brunschwig 1994; Snyder 1980, ch. I; 
Long and Sedley 1987 all have useful commentaries. r have used the text-and ad .. 
opted the translation-ofSedley '973; see too LonM and Sedley 1987. i. 97 and ii. 98. 

UII For a discussion of the wider framework of cultural development succinctly 
oudined by Epicurus in the opening of section 7S of the Lettu. see Brunschwig 1994. 
"-<I. 
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This is all that Epicurus tells us of the first stage of I 
the second stage, reason and convention play a part as ~l • la 

L ,~~ 
ing to the etter. 

~trr€POV 8; KOtV~S' Ka8: ;K~a'Ta ;(}v~ 'Ta ;8,0. 'TE8.qvo.t '"POS TO TaS' 8-qAWO'££s tno. 
~,p6i\ovS' YEV,Ea(}at a~A"1A,at) Kat a~'TOp,W'TEPCAJS OT]AovpivaS" nva 8J ,,41 ou 
O."'optfJlLEVa 7Tpayp,a'Tu E~a~EpOV'Tas 'TO US' avvE~o6'TaS' ,"aru:'\I'\J"Yi(F~! ..Lt! I 

•• r >' 8' >.p r-,,··, - Ttvas 'f"'OWOw' 
TOVS (plv QVV ~v,aYKa<ia EVT.US 'Qvu

A 
wvijaut, 'TooS' oE 'TcjJ AO'YtO'IMP JAo,uvovs KMa 

".qv 1r'AEttJ'TTfJl at'TtUV OVTWS' Epp,YJVEUaat. 

Later words were coined jointly within each tribe in order to mak ..t __ • 
b' d' e"""lg-nations less.am Iguous an ~ore succmctly expressed. Also the men who 

were aware mtroduced certam unseen entItIes and brought words for them 
into usage. Hence some men g~ve utterance under compulsion and others 
chose words ratIOnally and It IS thus a~ far as the principal cause is con­
cerned that they achIeved self-expressIon. (Letter to Herodotus = Diog. 
Laert. 10.76) 

Epicurus' ideas here are strikingly original. All the Greek 
thinkers who preceded him saw language as a fabrication of sorts, by 
humans or by gods: speech is either an instant invention or else a 
slowly evolving product of society. Here Epicurus argues for a nat­
ural origin of language in the strongest sense of the term: names are 
evoked-actually prompted-by nature, with men's feelings and 
impressions giving rise directly to sounds. Epicurus' first men speak 
under the compulsion of nature (Tools V-<EV OOV) ava)'Kaalllvras 
ava~wv~aa,), and it is only at a later age that humans use reason (~ 
a'T<p AO),Ia/-"'f> eAo/J-€VOVS 76).202 Ancient authors who cite Epicurus' 
views will speak of words bursting forth from primitive humans 
according to circumstances; their speech is said to be instinctual, 
akin to sneezes, coughs, and groans. 203 Thus first words are doubly 
natural: they arise directly and naturally, and there is a natural fit 
between word and object, since impressions and feelings shape 
the vety vocal sound. An intriguing question is what such a first, 
natural language was like in Epicurus' view. Was it 'an articulated 
language with conceptual meaning and objective reference ... pos­
sessing a semantic and syntactic organization from the very first 

'" See Sedley '973, 18-IQ and 59. who compare&-in addition IiO LucretioIs.5o 
1028 natura SUb'Kit (see bdow}-the fragment of the Epicu.-., o.-uNs 
Lacon t/u)cm SE 'J'"QS rrpWTQ'l 1"(;:11.' OVOl'-tl'TWl' ~W&S ~ ~ (1'''''_ 
IOU Ixvii. 7-10). Sedley notes that ciVQ~"'" is used of primiti>e, iastiD<.1iw 
speech. 

.0> Bursting forth: Origen, Cont,., Cels. l. I4=Usener fr. m s.o-" 
arolna: Proclus I .. ('rat..-/u," 16= Vsener fr. 335. 
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4. The Invention of Language 

moment of its emergence'? Perhaps. 104 Long and Sedley have a fas­
cinating hypothetical outline of the three stages of language devel_ 
opment according to Epicurus. They suggest that when primitive 
men instinctively uttered different sounds in reaction to different 
feelings they were able to communicate in a rudimentary way, using 
uninflected nouns, adjectives, and verbs for sensations (such as 
'pain' or 'cold') and immediate sense impressions (such as 'horse', 
'blue', or 'run'). The conventional refinements introduced for clar­
ity and conciseness were inflections, conjunctions, and pronouns, 
according to Long and Sedley. In the third stage, words were given 
additional, more theoretical meanings by knowledgeable men.'o, 
While we cannot know if Epicurus envisioned the several stages of 
language in quite this way, it does seem clear that Epicurus saw early 
men as using speech, a distinctly human form of language, from the 
very start. This speech is quite distinct from animal communica­
tion, for Epicurus and later Epicureans drew a sharp line between 
animals and humans. If in the societies outlined by Diodorus and 
Vitruvius humans begin to communicate with senseless cries and 
only gradually articulate meaningful words, in the Epicurean 
scheme they master language from the beginning. '0. 

Another important innovation found in Epicurus is that he imag­
ines a series of original, natural languages rather than one single uni­
versal tongue. The fact that there are so many different languages 
was used prior to Epicurus as a strong argument for the convention­
ality of words. Hermogenes, for instance, presents this claim in the 
Cratylus (38Sd--e). Epicurus turns this argument on its head and 
contends that it is precisely because language is natural that we find 
a variety of natural tongues. Climates, circumstances, and races 
vary in different places, and divergent languages simply reflect the 

204 Thus Brunschwig 1994, 34, who makes use of the phrase ova/.HlTa. Kat P~f.LQ.To. 
found in Diogenes of Oenoanda (fr. 12, ii. 13-14 Smith; see below, text near nn. 
2:z.o-2) to substantiate this claim. (Brunschwig also discusses-and dismisses-the 
argument that Epicurus' first stage of language is a private one, with each individual 
producing his own unique language.) Compare Vlastos 1946,51-3 (= 1993, 35'-4): 
'In Epicurus' first stage, we find a system of natural sounds which though rough and 
ready is language in all its essentials'. and note his disagreement (n. 16) with those 
who contend that the first stage inc1udes only emotional cries with no words for exter· 
nal objects. Compare the reservations of Cole 1967, 6 I n. 3. 

lOI Long and Sedley 1987, i. 100. Their division into a basic and mOfe complex 
language reminds U8 of Bickerton's discussion of protolanguages and his distinction 
between pidgin and creoles; see above, Sect. 2.2. 

... s •• VI.RtOS 1946,51-3 (= 1993,352-4); Brunschwig 1994, 34; Co le 1967,61-2. 
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disparate, natural .responses evoked by these varying facton of 
environment, ethntc group, and surroundings, Diadorus expIaiaa 
the diverSity of lang~ages as the product of different conventional 
agreement~ reached m. the ~ari~us e~rliest societies of men; Epi­
curus credits nature With thiS diversity. The influence of cl' te 
geography, and rac.e on individual languages is a subject tha~ili 
occupy European mtellectuals of the eighteenth and ninetee th 
centuries. Charles Nodier (1780-1844) is a notable representativ:of 
this approach: He speaks ?f t?e transparent skies, swaying palm 
trees, and coomg doves which mfluence the 'limpid, euphonic, and 
harmonious'languages of the Orient and South. In the harsh North 
cracking fir trees, crumbling rocks, and the crash of falling ca~ 
lead to languages with 'raw and clashing vocabularies', according to 

Nodier .'07 It is likely that neither Diodorus nor Epicurus would be 
unsympathetic to such an approach. 

In a sense, Epicurus also reverses earlier arguments on the source 
of natural, Adamic names. The contention that the sound and 
meaning of a word correspond perfectly was used in two diametric­
ally opposed ways by Greek thinkers. For Cratylus of Plato's dia­
logue the claim that there is a perfect fit between word and object 
compels him to conclude that the namesetter was divine. Epicuru.s, 
on the other hand, argues that names are natural-that is, they arise 
naturally, virtually instinctively, from the very impressions, feel­
ings, and objects that they describe and ipso facto are a perfectly 
accurate reflection of them-precisely because he wants to explain 
human accomplishments without allotting any role to deities. We 
have already seen (above, Sect. 3) that early modem critics of the 
Bible made use of Epicurus in the seventeenth century in order to 

provide a secular, non-theological explanation for man's linguistic 
abilities. Eighteenth-century French thinkers will continue the 
attempts to demonstrate how languages could arise without divine 
intervention, by contending that words were originally mimetic, 
vocal imitations of things. Charles de Brosses, for instance, argues 

in his Treatise on the M echanicai Formation of Languages (1765) that 

.. , This passage from N odier' s N ot;ons .Ie-..tai .... tk I;",,",. of ,834 is qoaot­

od by Genette 1'195. 122-3. Genette surveys these discussions of whot he .... 
'geomimology'. the flexibility of each language as it responds to the 1ocaI'*-...t 
character of its speakers., in tht" writings of de Brosses. Gebelin •. R~ ~ 
Renan. Olender 1992 and Lincoln 1 '199 point to ""me of the more --...... 
lions of the studies undertaken bv 1 Qth-Ct!'nt. philologists, w/wft.-1IIMi ...... 
''''linked. . 
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a 'primitive, organic, physical and necessary language' underlies all 
existing tongues. Epicurus' ideas on the origin of language were as 
influential as they were original. ,.8 

Lucretius 

The most important extant Epicurean is Lucretius, and in book 5 of 
his De Rerum Natura Lucretius provides us with a detailed outline 
ofthe primitive beginnings of humans and the development of civil_ 
ization (925-1457), in which he includes a passage on the origins of 
language (1028-90). Lucretius agrees with his mentor Epicurus that 
language is the product of nature, but his exposition of the question 
differs in several interesting ways. For a start, Lucretius' canvas is 
much broader: he presents a full 'historical' survey of humankind's 
cultural development and locates the very beginnings oflanguage in 
a specific context, at a particular stage of cultural progress. 
(Epicurus may well have provided such a framework in Book 12 of 
his lost On Nature.) We have already seen (above, Sect. 4) that 
Lucretius imagines that early humans begin to communicate in a 
rudimentary way once they have acquired houses, clothing, the use 
of fire, and-most important of all--established families. Early men 
soften under the combined influence of fire, sexual passion, and 
family life, and turn to their neighbours in order to form social pacts 
which will protect the weak (DRN 5. 1014-27). The circumstances 
surrounding men's first efforts at communication seem significant: 
humans have mellowed because of their improved physical and psy­
chological situation and they use the rudiments of language with a 
wider circle of neighbours in order to achieve a social aim, the 
guarding of weaker members of society. Language is not created 
here in a vacuum: Lucretius' humans communicate in order to real­
ize a political objective and they have a specific message to convey to 
their neighbours. ,.9 The poet tells us that these early efforts at fash­
ioning a social contract are done in stammering fashion, by means of 
cries and gesture (vocibus et gestu cum balbe significarent 5. 1022; see 
above, Sect. 2.2). Earliest language is, then, a rough and ready affair, 

loa See Harris 1980, sfr.? who quotes the passage from de Brosses. Stam 1976, 
22-7 discusses the ideas of two additional 'eighteenth century Epicureans' who see 
language as a mechanical invention, Pierre Gassendi and Julien Offray de la Mettrie, 
the author of Man a Machine (L'Homme Machine). 

,'0 Se. Vla.to! '946,53-5 (='993. 354-6). Compare too the modern theory of 
Deacon (r997. esp. 401-8) that symbolic communication, and ultimately 1anguage, 
arose through the need to represent a social contract. 
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with men conveying their ideas to others by means of fal • 
sounds and gestures. Some commentators think that these ~ 
mers and gestures should not be granted the status of I . .. a anguage and 
are simply a pre-hng~ISt1C form of communication, but the aociaI 
compact these men WIsh to create seems to require a real m of 
exchange. 

;tJO eans 

Lucretius then points out how producing both sounds d 
I . . . an ges-

tures are natura , l~stmctIve acts for humans. Even children too 
young to speak, are Impelled to use gestures and instinctively in 
to things in front of them, Lucretius notes. Infants are m:tel t 
aware of their natural powers, he adds, just as calves are aware of thY 
use to be made of their incipient horns, cubs of their claws and teethe 
and young birds of their wings (r030-40).'" The natural power of 
the infant here seems to be its ability to designate objects-if only by 
pointing-rather than Its use of gestures in communication, but it is 
worth noting that Lucretius includes gestures both when outlining 
the beginnings of children's speech and when describing the lan­
guage of early humans. In other words, Lucretius, too, uses the 
behaviour of young children (ontogeny) to recapture that of earliest 
humans (phylogeny), just as Cicero, Diodorus, and Vitruvius do!" 
Lucretius goes on to make use of further examples from the world of 
animals in order to demonstrate how natural it is for men to emit 
different sounds in response to different feelings and objects. '" He 
argues a fortiori: if inarticulate animals naturally emit various 
sounds to signal their various sensations and feelings, how much 
more likely it is that mortal men, equipped with vigorous voice and 
tongue, were able to indicate different things with different sounds 
([056-<)0).'14 

>t. See e.g. Konstan 1973.44-5; LongandSedley 1987.ii. looforthisstage .. ~ 
linguistic. 

111 See too above, Sect. 2.2. In this passage, Lucretius mixes Greek-deri,,-ed words 
(i.e, scymm) and I.attn ones when describing the calves. panthers, and cubs of s· 
1034-8. Sedley ('998a, 56-7) suggests that this hints 8tthe EpicureanargunteIlttMt 
humans naturally produce different sounds and languages in different regions. 

III On Lucretius' use of ontogeny to illustratephylogeny, see Schrij,,'ers 197 .. esp. 
353-6 (on gestures). 

JU Lucretius notes that animals make noises 1n response to emotions (.-). 
while humans re""t to objects (res) as well (e.g. 5 .• 08?-<lO). See \1 .. t08'946, 54 ft• 

.6(= '993, 353 n .• 6), Schrij\'ers IQ704. 34' n. 11; Snyder.q&, I<rOOand ... oIoew. 
Sect. 2.2, on the natural t'xprt'ssion offeelings. 

114 Lucretius' ust' of animals to explain human bf'hI,-iour here - -­
Epicurean; see Long and Sedley 1987, i. 64-5 fur an .tteMP'I<>j...ufydlis .......... 
and compare Brunschwip; 1Q94.l4. 
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4. The Invention of Language 

Language is created when the two innate abilities discussed by 
Lucretius-designating objects and uttering different sounds in 
response to different stimuli-are combined. Lucretius ties to­
gether the two factors of sound and designation (or labelling) in a 
pair of compressed and difficult lines: 

at varios linguae sonitus natura subegit 
mittere et utilitas expressit nomina rerum 

It is nature which compelled men to emit the various sounds of speech and 
usefulness which fashioned the names of things. (DRN 5.1028-<) 

Scholars generally understand that both these lines refer to the 
first, natural stage of speech, with no hint here of the second, con­
ventional phase of language described by Epicurus. 21' Both sounds 
and names, varios sonitus and nomina rerum are natural and instinc­
tive, according to Lucretius, but are the making of sounds and the 
use of labels simultaneous events or two consecutive stages in the 
development of a first, natural language? It is easier for us to make 
sense ofthese lines if we posit an intermediary stage between sounds 
and names, a stage when men realized the convenience or useful­
ness, the utilitas, of naming. Once early men understood that the 
individual sound they instinctively uttered in response to a particu­
lar emotion or object could be used as a label for communicating 
with others, they would then naturally attach names to things, that 
is, use these natural sounds as names. In naming they would, pre­
sumably, be making use of their natural power of designation. 216 

Lucretius also pointedly rejects the idea of a single inventor of 
language who taught others to speak, using a three-pronged argu­
ment. First, he raises the question of why a single individual-and 
not everyone-should have the power of speech (1043-5). Next, 
Lucretius wonders how this individual could have a preconception 
of speech and realize the potential of language use by himself, with­
out hearing words from others (1046-9). And finally, he asks how 
the speaker could compel others to learn what seem to be meaning­
less sounds, comparing the process to teaching the deaf (1050-5)' 
This last question raised by Lucretius-how a first language speak­
er ever caused a second person to realize that he was using a sound 

'" See Sedley '973, 18 and Snyder 198o, 16-[8 and the further bibliography 
there. 

". See Sedley 1973, 18with n. 91 (who quite rightly points to the parallel between 
DRN 5· 10.8-9 and s· 7[-a); Bailey [947, 1490-1; Cole 1967,61 n. 3; Snyder 1980, 
'&-32. Spoerri H;159, 137 argues for a single-stage first language. 
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(or a gesture) referentially, to represent aconcept-ia one echoed", 
modern researchers to this very day. 21' 

Diogenes of Oenoanda 

Some three ce~turies later, Diogenes of Oenoanda, anotherfollower 
of Epicurus, will contInue to poke fun at the idea of a single inventor 
of speech. In the .se.cond century c~, Diogenes erected a huge mural 
inscription outlInIng the teachIngs of his master, Epicurus. 
Extensive fragments of Diogenes' inscription have survived, and it 
is clear that he discussed both the origins of man (fr. I I Smith) and 
the beginnings of civilization, including language (fr. 12). In the 
latter fragment, Diogenes tells of men devising housing and cloth­
ing, and discusses their learning to use a loom. Learning to weave is, 
according to Diogenes, a slow process which occurs over the passage 
of time. Weaving--or any other skill (n'XV17v)-should not be 
assigned to Athena or one of the other gods, he adds, for all techMi 
arise from needs and chance happenings, in conjunction with 
time.'!8 This is a very clear statement of the view that men are 
responsible for the progress of civilization with need, chance, 
experience,219 and time all playing a part. Next Diogenes turns to 
the origin of language, where he vigorously rejects the idea of either 
a divine or a single human inventor of speech. 

Ka~ TWV r/JfJ0V;wv ~€ €V~K€V (~iyw 8~ ,T~V ~E O~O~T .. WV Kat TWV f1~TCIJJI, ~ 
E1Tot'1'faaV'ro Tas ""pW'Tas avacp8eV{ELS O~ a17'0 YTlS tpVVTES avIJpanrot.), #J."Iff 1'011' E',.,.."., 
1Tapa~ap.fJ&.VWf.'EV el, o,llaoKaAiav, w, ",ao,v 'TtVE, (1TEp.q,avr,s yap a.m, YE d&o­
'Aeaxla), JJ-~7'E TWV 4nAoaoq,wv 1TI.G1'EVWJ.L£V Tois AeyoVat KUT4 8EGIJI "at &.&a.;riw 
E1TLTe8~va, Td OVOP.UTU Tois 7Tpay[p.a] atv, iv' avTCov Exwa[, D'IlfL€i]a njs ",os 
[a]AA~AOVS' IVEKu PlftJtas a:1TooYJAwaews oi av(Jpw7ToL. 

And in relation to vocal sounds-I mean the words and phrases of which the 
men born from earth created their first utterances-let us not introduce 
Hermes as a teacher, as some do (for this is patent nonsense), nor let us 
believe those philosophers who say that it was by deliberate invention and 
teaching that names were assigned to things, so that humans might haft 
signs to facilitate their communication with one another. (fr. 12, ii. ll-iV. 

3 Smith)"· 

.n See e.g. Kendon 1991,203 (and the passage he quotes there from IIidoIr-.). 
UI 1J'Qaas [se. T'XPrlS] yap Jy£""'1CNll' al xrxia, Kat ft"P'~"s,.EM,..u ~(fr.la. 

ii.8-I1). 
3(9 Perhaps Diogenes' 1T€Pl7rTwcnt~ee the quotation in the preYiowI ---­

should be understood a~ 'experiences'. rather than 'chance happeninp'. 
no This is a 'smooth' version of Smith'. text (1993. IbM)..Ma .... ~ 

doubtful letters, and WIth the supplement IXWo{' '"II'fl1 .. , f."""""IIJ ... ........, 
scholirs, rather than Smith's sugg<>srion lxwo\. •.. "'I-. 
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The most interesting phrase in this passage is that used to 
describe the content of the first utterances by early humans, OVO/MlTU 

Kul p~p.aTa. Normally OVOl-'aTa Kal Ml-'aTa refer to nouns and verbs 
which would mean that Diogenes claims that early men speak a~ 
articulated, well-ordered, syntactical language from the very start. 
Some modern commentators even make use of Diogenes' phrase in 
order to elucidate the nature of original language described by 
Epicurus, arguing that it was a well-formed language from the 
first." 1 Other scholars suggest that oVOl-'aTa Kal p~l-'aTa should be 
understood here as 'words and phrases', which would mean a less 
developed original language: the first sounds emitted by humans 
were perhaps only the rough shape of what would subsequently 
become nouns and verbs in a language with grammatical para­
digms. 22 ' We have seen in the case of Lucretius how a naturallan_ 
guage could have developed in stages, and such a gradual evolution 
seems well suited to Diogenes' approach. In this very fragment (fr. 
12), Diogenes describes the development of weaving as a process 
involving several stages: men first use leaves or hides as clothing, 
next use felted and then plaited clothes, and finally invent the loom 
and weaving. Language, too, could have arisen naturally, but 
gradually. Diogenes, like Lucretius, does not describe the later 
stages of language outlined by Epicurus, where convention and the 
deliberate coining of words play a part. 

Diogenes is at his sharpest when ridiculing the idea of a single 
inventor of language. He rejects outright the claim that Hermes 
taught humans to speak, and then has fun imagining the way a 
human inventor of language would go about communicating his 
great discovery to others. This section of the stone (fr. 12, iv. 6-v. 
14) is more damaged, but the gist of Diogenes' argument is clear. 
How, asks Diogenes, at a time when there were no kings and no 
writing-because there were no sounds--could a single individual 
assemble such vast multitudes?'" One would need an edict to bring 

221 See above, n. 20 ..... Compare too, Horace, writing before Diogenes of 
Oenoanda, who has primitive men use verbs and nouns once they begin to articulate 
their cries and feelings in speech: donee verba, quibus voces sensusque notarent nomi-
1fIIl/IU inveneTt (Sat. 1·3. 10)-4; see above, Sect. 3). Verba clearly is p~p.a.,.a. while 
MfIIjna is ovOlA4Ta; see too Snyder [980, :lI-2. 

'" See Bollack 1977, 795: Smith 1993,373 and 453 n. 8. Compare too Diogene,' 
UN of the expression TaS '1Tptl)T'a~ dv~8'v~e,s which is used of primitive instinctive 
utleronc •• (above, n . • 0.). 

UJ The text here reads d3iWa-rov ... a[vvu]"ay.'v ,.,.Iv Twa Ta [To]a&8f 1r~~9v ba 
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about such an assembly, continues Diogenes, and even if the 
were assembled, how would the inventor of langua people 

. IW Idh .. gegoabout teaching others. ou e use a stICk, like a school 
b · ., h· . master, and 

touch each 0 ~ect, saymg, t IS IS to be called a "stone" th· " " 
" "d"" ""d k ' 18 wood this ':pe~son ,or og, cow, on ey" ... '. This section of ~ 

inscflptlOn breaks off here, but enough has survived for us to see 
how Diogenes elaborates Lucretius' arguments agai t . le 

W fi d . ·1 I ns a srog 
namesetter. e n a slml ar y playful ~~scription of human beings 
being taught a first language m the wntmgs of Gregory of N 
Gregory, who contends that God did not create language ydessa. . ,woo n 
how God communicated some.form of speech to humans. Are we to 
imagine God-he asks sarcastlcally-seated beside Adam and Eve 
like some pedagogue or grammarian, giving them a lesson in verbs 
and nouns?'" We have come full circle from early Greeks describ­
ing the divine invention or bestowal of language upon humans to a 
Church father-no less-ridiculing the idea of God granting s~ 
and didactically drilling people in grammatical forms. 

The Greeks clearly recognized the crucial role played by language in 
the development of civilization. Speech is presented as a unique 
human capacity which contributed to the transformation of early 
beastlike men into full-fledged civilized human beings, whose 
advantage over animals lay in their rational, social, and technical 
capabilities. We have seen that the origin of language is attributed 
most often to a god or to a group of men, with no named human indi­
vidual credited with the invention of speech. '" In some accounts, 
language follows upon the formation of an early, rudimentary soci­
ety, while in others society is the result of humans' ability to com­
municate with one another. It is worth noting, incidentally, that in 
the Bible language apparently precedes society, for Adamnames the 
animals in a social vacuum, before Eve is created: Adam possesses 

TIIV[x&j""vTa (fr. 12, iv. 6-10). William (1907. 81-2)Suggeststhat.....a&,,~ ... 
to word" not people. and thinks that Diogenes' argument is that at a time .... _ 
writing, no single person could remember the masses of words he invented. ..... 001-
leet them all together. For the difficultie, raised by this interpretation, ..., CII!iIIal 
1962,16.f-{i. 

'" Contra Eunomium •. 397. pp. 32~ laeger. 
m For the semi-divine Orpheus as • namegiver of solU see DK • 8.' ..... .. 

De""'n; papyrus xviii [xxii]. 1-'; see too CmtylJos.fOOC. 4"". BuRr ....... ~ 
convincingly portrays Orpheus as someone who refoohions oad -...-..... 
language. only occasionally introducing new _ see too G..a.-•• ~ 
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speech even before human social intercourse is possible. ". In yet 
other progress narratives, thought is said to have preceded and led 
to language, but we rarely hear of the reverse effect, the influence 
language has on thought. 

In the accounts we have looked at, language is viewed essentially 
as nomenclature, and the acquisition of language is seen as the abil­
ity to affix names to objects. Early humans encounter the physical 
objects found in the external world-pre-existing, neatly demarc_ 
ated objects-and set about attaching a vocal sound to these objects 
as a label, after they have learned to articulate sounds. We are not 
told how the actual process of assigning names and inventing words 
works, and for an ancient account of the rationale behind the 
creation of words, we must turn to the literary critics, who discuss 
the original creators of language when describing Homer and the 
neologisms he coins. Homer, said to resemble those who first named 
things, creates new words which are exotic, vivid, and onomato­
poetic, imitating the sound of an emotion or an action. 227 Other 
ancient authors may well have imagined the process of coining 
words quite differently. 

Most ancient thinkers do not go beyond visualizing speech as a 
collection of names or words for actual physical objects. m Outside 
of Epicurus, we hear virtually nothing about the way in which more 
abstract words and concepts were created and even Epicurus does 
not seem to go beyond the view of language as a series of words. 
While several accounts present the development of language as a 
process, with speech developing in stages, over time, none of the 
narratives we have looked at provide any real description of the 
transition from a protolanguage of individual words to a full-scale, 
full-fledged working language with morphological rules and com­
plicated syntactical structures. The question of grammatical para­
digms and syntax does not arise in these ancient accounts of the 
beginnings of speech, although Manilius perhaps hints at such 
structures when he states in his progress account that the barbarous 
tongue of primitive man learned to accept laws. ". 

Perhaps the most striking feature of these ancient writings on the 

U06 Genesis 2: 19-20. See Harris and Taylor 1997, ch. 3, esp. 41-2. 

117 See Demetriu8, Dt Elocutione 94-6 and 220; compare Dion. Hal. De Camp. 
V.rh. 16; Dio Chrys. 0,. 12.68. 

1111 Compare the disclllsion in Harris 1980, ch. 2, esp. 33-44. 
n. time It U ..... a ",as acct;it harha,Q I., .. (Maniliu8, AsI,o"om;ca I. 85). 
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Between Language and Speech 

I. INTRODUCTION: LANGUAGE, SPEECH, AND 

COMMUNICATION 

In the previous chapters, we have encountered a series of assump_ 
tions which the Greeks held about language. For one th.ing, lan­
guage and speech are virtually interchangea~le concept~ tn Greek 
eyes, for language is almost always discussed m terms of Its expres­
sion through a vocal channel, as speech. So too languages are usually 
seen simply as a collection of words, a multitude.of names. A~other 
assumption is that, outside of golden age society, speech IS the 
exclusive prerogative of humans. The possession of speech, ,\6yos, is 
often thought to entail the capacity for rational thinking as well, and 
logos is, according to the Greeks, a specifically h~man a~ility, 
beyond the scope of animals. This chapter deals With a senes of 
creatures, human and animal, who seem to challenge these assump­
tions. These beings are capable of communicating, but do not do so 
by means of ordinary speech. Most of these creatures possess some 
form of language but do not speak; others speak, but do not have a 
full-fledged language at their disposal. The unusual modes of com­
munication used by these gesticulating philosophers, barking sav­
ages, weaving women, and talking parrots underline the distinction 
between language, speech, and communication, and we can no 
longer use the terms interchangeably. Language is a notoriously 
difficult concept to define, but it can be clearly demarcated from 
speech. Speech is the vocal expression of language: it involves both 
the possession of language-a mental system of signs and the rela­
tions between them-and the vocal, physical articulation of sounds. 
One cannot speak without having a language, but one can possess 
a language without exhibiting it vocally.' And so, for instance, 
linguists now recognize sign language as a full-fledged language, 

I In fact language need not be expressed externally or used for communication; see 
Lyon. 1988, 147; Danesi 1993, a8. 
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mparable to spoken tongues in its grammatical structu ._ .. 
co 'C.. re~ ... 
expressive power: ommumca~lO~-more specificaIJy animal 
communication-Is much more !tmlted than speech or language. 
communication may be vocal--e.g. a dog barking-but creatures 
who communicate ~y means of sound do not necessarily possess 
language. The design feat~res outlined by the linguist Charles 
Hockett in order to dlstmgUlsh speech from the systems of commu­
nication used by animals are quite useful at pinpointing the much 
wider range of human language. Some outstanding features unique 
to human language are 'displacement', the ability to teIJ of matters 
removed in time or place from an immediate situation, 'arbitrari_ 
ness', the absence of any logical relation between a physical,linguis_ 
tic sign and its meaning, 'productivity', the ability to produce an 
endless supply of new utterances rather than a fixed, limited num­
ber, and 'cultural transmission', or the fact that a specific language 
is learned and not instinctive.3 

The Greeks did not, of course, formulate or recognize the dis­
tinctions so carefully-and recently-drawn by modern linguists, 
but they did write, at times, of interesting creatures who point to the 
differences between language, speech, and communication. The 
following chapter is not meant to be a survey of aIJ such beings, but 
a sampling of some of the more interesting ones. The linguistic 
capacities of these figures is closely related to their level of civiliza­
tion or place in society. Often, humans at the margins of Greek 
society-women, slaves, and children-are thought to possess only 
a limited form of language and are not considered fully articulate. 
Creatures even more remote and exotic-non-Greeks or non­
humans-are assigned, in some ancient writings, yet lower and 
more basic forms of communication. The simpler, more restricted 
means used by animals to communicate also serve to define the exact 
limits and contours of speech, which is considered a uniquely 
human capacity. Modern thinkers explore the nature and extent of 
animal communication both for scientific purposes and as an ethical 
issue, with implications about our right to make use of sentient, 
intelligent animals. We have already seen (above, Sect. a.4) that 
Greek writers found the philosophical and moral questiOllS nised 
by communicating animals no less compelling. 

, See e.g. Crystal 1997, 222-7, ',.., . 
, For a critical discussion of Hockett's design featur-es, see H ...... I, :r::. 

Crystal 1997, 400-1. Deacon 1997. ch •. I ...... is an iIIwmnotulll dioatosotioIo 
unique features of human language. 
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Z. THE LANGUAGES OF PRIMITIVE PEOPLES 

Let us begin with the non-verbal languages of primitive peoples. 
European thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
often assumed that the culture of contemporary 'savage' peoples 
pointed back to earlier stages of their own civilization and language, 
or as John Locke famously said, 'In the beginning all the world Was 
America.' When European travellers first encountered the native 
peoples of the New World, they thought that the culture of these 
exotic people reflected earlier stages of human development, 
including speech. In this fashion, ethnography merged with anthro­
pology, for the investigation of actual people, distant in space was 
linked to the attempt to reconstruct the beginnings of civilization, 
the study of humans distant over time! In Greek writings, the 
assumption that primitive peoples preserve an earlier, original way 
of life is often more implicit than explicit, but some Greeks did 
study the primitive peoples of their own time in order to investigate 
their earlier selves' Thucydides, for instance, is a strong advocate 
of the argument that contemporary barbarian practices can teach 
the Greeks much about their habits oflong ago. 6 In Plato's Cratylus 
(397c-d) we find an interesting use of this kind of anthropological 
'perspective' when it is stated that early Greeks believed in those 
gods in whom barbarians believe today.' In the Republic (45zc) we 
learn that ancient Greeks of long ago, like the barbarians of today, 
thought nudity laughable. We do not, however, find ancient writers 
consciously using contemporary barbarians to investigate the 
beginnings of speech.' Nonetheless, the rudimentary or near lan-

• See Pagden 1993; Todorov 1984; Schreyer 1987. 
5 Sikes 1914. ch. I (1-24) notes that while Greek thinkers made use of examples 

from barbarians, they preferred to draw comparative anthropological conclusions 
from animal life. 

6 See Thuc. I. 5--6 esp. I. 6. 6: 1foAAa 3:' nu Ka, aAAQ ns d1T03€{~€u£ TO 1fuAatOv 

E,u1JVtKOII of.LOt6-rpo-rra rep VU" fJapfJapH(cjJ fHUlTWP.€VOV. See the further references col­
lected by Tuplin 1999.61 n. 38. 

7 See too Laws 680b (on political institutions). Vitruvius provides a Roman 
instance of this approach. He contends that the primitive types of buildings still used 
in Gau] and Spain, in Colchis and Phrygia, as well as remnants of earlier buildings at 
Athens, Marseilles, and Rome. point to the development of architecture from rude 
origins (2.. 1.4-5) . 

• In fact, we find the opposite approach in P~ato's Cratyius (425e-426a; compare 
42.1 d), where it is argued that certain Greek words were originally found in barbarian 
languagesj see above, Sect. 2.1. 
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guages used by exotic peoples in Greek ethno h 'h grap y can pr_,"..J_ 
clue, at times, as to ow Greeks saw the earlie t C u • ...., a 

8 .orm of language. 

Non-Speaking Savages: Dogheads ndF' he 
a IS aleTI 

The non-verbal languages of two primitive I . 
h peop es depicted . 

Greek ethnograp y, the Dogheads and the Fish t . III 
. . . C'. ea ers, are parttcu 

larly 11lummatmg. teslas, wnting at the be' . -gmnmg of the foUrth 
century BeE, presents a detailed picture f h 

'.J. \ ). h' I d· 9 0 t e Dogheads 
(KVVOK€'I'aI\OL m IS n lca. Ctesias was the fi t G k . rs ree author t 
devote an entire book to the marvellous people I 0 

f I d · d h'l h' , P aces, flora and fauna 0 . n la an w I e IS I ndica did not s· ' . . . Urvlve, we do have 
conSiderable remams-summanes and fragme t f h n s-o t e work. 
Ctesias tells us that the Dogheads or Kunok hi' . ep a 01, are haif-
human, half-canme creatures with the bodies of d h . men an eads of 
dogs. They are black hke other Indians, we are told and h 

. d'l I'k h f ' aveteeth natls, an tal s. let ose 0 a dog, but only bigger. The lifestyle of 
the Dogheads IS also a provocative mixture of human d . a1 . . an anlm ,or 
nature and culture. They hve m caves rather than hou d d ses,an onot 
work the land, but hunt their food. They can only cook food b 
broiling it in the sun, since they do not know how to light fir Tb Y 
I . Ides. ey 

a so raise catt e an goats and drink milk The Kunok hi' I . ep aOlSeep 
outdoors, but ~n beds of dried leaves. and they wear skins of wild 
beasts ~s clothmg. They have intercourse with their wives on all 
fours, hke dogs, Cteslas tells us, and consider any other form of 
sexual relations to be shameful. The Dogheads are the longest-lived 
of any hu~an race, living to be 160, or even 200 years old, and they 
are exceptionally Just, They are not belligerent and harm no one. 
This surprising mix of qualities-people with the head, tails. and 
sexual mores of dogs, who are also very just and long-lived--cuts 
across normal ancient ethnographical categories. Farawav peoples, 
peoples who live at the edges of the earth, such as Ctesi~' Indians, 
are generally of two very different kinds: they are either exception­
al,ly noble, beautiful. and just, or else they are close to beasts in their 
diet, sexual practices, and lifestyle. Ugly, animal-like people who 
also possess moral beauty are unusual. I' 

The Dogheads do not just defy ordinary ethnographical cate­
gories: they straddle the border between animal and human. .ad 

.' FG,H688 F 45.37.40-3; F 45P o./Iy. Fortwo""rydi6erent~to(" 
hl8tOflClty of) Ctesi." Dogh •• ds. see Romm lwa. ?8-80 ond ~ I. 
"'5, ,. See Romm lwa. 110-1; ~ I .......... '. 
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their language, too, deviates from the normal division between 
animal communication and human speech. The Kunokephaloi 
according to Ctesias, have no verbal speech but bark like dogs and i~ 
this way comprehend one another (.pwv~v 1l.Il,aAEyovra, ov3./.dav aAA' 
wpoovTat. W<MTEP KUVES, Kne oiJ.rw UVVUiO'LV aliTwv 'T~V cpwv~v). 11 Yet their 
communication skills go beyond mutually comprehensible barking. 
The Dogheads mingle with the Indians and understand the 
Indians' speech, even ifthey cannot respond in kind. They speak no 
language to the Indians, Ctesias explains, but bark like dogs and 
gesture with their hands and fingers, as do deaf people and mutes 
(aAAd. TU wpvyfj Kat. 'Tai~ XEPUl Kat TO'~ SaKTV.\OLS a'fJl-tatVQuO'tv WUTTEp 01 
Kw<PO' Kat allallot). We find here, then, two different levels of com­
munication: barking is used as a means of communication within 
Doghead society, while in the wider Indian world, the Dogheads 
understand the speech of others and use gestures, in addition to 
barking, to express themselves. Their powers of comprehension are 
fuller than their powers of expression: the Dogheads are sufficiently 
rational to understand the full-scale language of the Indians, even if 
they have no ability to articulate words." In this fashion, the 
Dogheads, though speechless, are integrated into Indian society as 
a whole. Indeed, they communicate well enough with their gestures 
and barks to be able to engage in barter with their Indian neigh­
bours. They also pay a yearly tribute to the Indian king and receive 
gifts from him in return. 

When describing the Dogheads, Ctesias seems to be playing with 
a variety of categories: these creatures are noble and savage, human 
and bestial, and their unusual barking, gesturing language is con­
sistent with their overall hybrid nature. Later writers will have 
difficulties with the taxonomy of these ambiguous creatures. Are 
Ctesias' Kunokephaloi humans or beasts? Ctesias classifies them as 
human, while Aelian sees them as animals, precisely because they do 
not possess articulate, intelligible, human speech. 13 The Dogheads 

)) FGrH 688 F 45.37 (note that aV'Tll,lll is an emendation). In the course ofthis sen­
tence, Ctesias (or perhaps his epitomator Photius) uses the word ~wv~ in two different 
ways, first as speech and then as sound. See F 45P a (= Pliny, NH 7. 23) pro voce 
iatTatum edeTe and F 45P Y (= Aelian, NA 4. 46) Ka~ ~(J'YYOY'Tal ME" otiil£v, WpOOVTat 8E, 
T~S' yE 11-"''' 1vaw" t/lWVTJS' f.rratoVf1L. See too Pelliccia 1995, 55-6 n, 89. 

Il See PelliccJa 1995. 104 on this distinction between comprehension and vocal 
ability and <.:ompare above, Sect. 1.4. on the similar position of Odysseus' men who 
art turned into non-speaking swine by Ciree (Od. 10.239-40). 

" A.Jian, NA (4. 46): I'v~I'~V 8. a~Twv [se. of the DogheadsJ /v Toi< dA6)1O" 
J1fO"'}~"", Ko.l flKD-rWS" Ivap8pov ya.p Kat fV0'lIl-0V KU; av(JPW.".{VTjV tPwv~v OVK EXOVOlV. See 
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are a partlcu ar Y I ummatmg mstance of the W he I' . b' ay t tnguietic 
skills of vanous emgs can reflect their overall I I f 

. h h . eve 0 cultute 
These creatureS-wit t elr beds of leaves cloth in f .' , g rom anltllala 
skins and food cooked by the sun-possess a bare '. . 

: '. mmlmum of CIV-
ilizatIOn. They do not quite build houses, weave or cook b h' 

. h . I " ut t elr lifestyle IS more t an a slmp e state of nature. Their I th' f . 
. . h' d" co mgo am-

malskms hides t elr nu Ity, but IS not as sophisticated h . . ast ewoven 
clothmg worn by others, they Itke to cook their food but I' h . I' cannot Ig t 
a fire and their anguage IS more than natural animal . , commumca-
tion, but less than f~ll-fledged speech." Once again it is worth not-
ing the pa:t1cular Imk between language and diet: the Dogheads 
cannot articulate speech or cook theIr food with fire, but they do 
have a language of sorts and eat food cooked by the sun. Ctesias 
presents a picture of a socIety where civilization, includin lan­
guage, is still in the making. The rudimentary arts and tec~ues 
used by the Dogheads are a very basic version of the sophisticated 
arts developed by other peoples. Here, ethnography coincides with 
anthropological conjectures on the state of early man, for the 
Dogheads seem to represent life at an early, primitive stage before 
the development of full-scale technology. And so, the language of 
the Kunokephaloi, which is a midway station on the road to speech, 
teaches us something about Ctesias' views on the development of 
speech. His creatures are rational enough to comprehend actuallan­
guage and to use unarticulated sounds and gestures to communi­
cate. Actual speech, Ctesias seems to be saying, was preceded by 
thought, unarticulated sound, and gestures. 

The Fisheaters are another instance of a primitive, uncivilixd 
people who do not use speech, and they are described in 
Agatharchides' On the Erythraean Sea. Agatharchides, like Ctesias, 
was from Cnidus, and he composed his ethnographic work in the 
second half of the second century BeE. The composition did not 
survive, but Diodorus of Sicily and Photius prm;de extensi~, 
parallel summaries of Agatharchides' account of the Fisheaters 
(JxOvo.po.yot}." The lifestyle of the Fisheaters is wry simple. They 

FGrH 688 F 45.37 and F 45P (Photius and Phny) and compa", Aristotk, Hilt. A ... 
2.8; Philostratus, I·it. Apoll. 6. I .•. 

.. Compare the development of clothin~eaves and hIdes. pw.od ..... ~ 
clothes I and finally l'lothin~ woYt'n on the loom--outlined by Diogeftesof~ 
fr. 12; see above. Se(.'t. 4.5. Ctesias tells us, incidentally, that the ~obaift 
finer clothes from their fello" Indians throUllh hamr (FGrH 1188 F 45. 4'-a). 

" See GGM i. 121)-4', frr. 3'-4<1 = Pho!m. cod. 150. +4_511>; Oiocl.).l~ 
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have neither cities, nor fields, nor the rudiments of technical arts. 
They wear no clothes and hold wives and children in common (fr. 
3 1). They live, of course, on fish, which they catch with their bare 
hands, using thorns and rocks as well. They apparently do not know 
how to use fire, for they cook their fish in the sun (frr. 32 and 34). 
Agatharchides praises the Ichthyophagoi for their uncomplicated 
way of life, noting that they abstain from war, eschew navigation, 
and have no need of written laws. Their needs are minimal, they 
desire neither power nor wealth, and this, claims Agatharchides, 
makes their situation idyllic (fr. 49, only in Photius, not in 
Diodorus). 

I t is not clear how the Fisheaters' lack of articulate language con­
tributes to this utopian picture, but Agatharchides stresses the 
speechlessness of at least some of the Fisheaters several times. When 
the Ichthyophagoi celebrate, we are told, they entertain one another 
with inarticulate songs. When they search en masse for drink, 
Agatharchides likens them to a herd of cattle, who roar rather than 
produce articulate speech. 10 One group of Ichthyophagoi are said to 
be particularly 'insensitive' (a1Ta8£rs). They show no interest in for­
eign visitors and display no emotion when they are insulted or 
attacked. They even view the killing of their women and children 
with equanimity, according to Agatharchides, showing neither pity 
nor anger. When such untoward events occur, the Fisheaters simply 
look on steadfastly and nod their heads at one another; they do not 
display any hint of normal human feelings. Agatharchides con­
cludes from their behaviour that this group of Fisheaters do not pos­
sess a common language, but regulate everything concerned with 
their way of life by habit, nods, inarticulate sounds, and imitative 
gestures. 11 Presumably Agatharchides thinks it unaccountable that 

21. Burstein 1989.37-8 notes that Dioclorus is fuller. but Photius' wording is closer 
to that of Agatharchides. See loo Jacob 1991, 133-46 for an excellent analysis of 
Agatharchides as ethnographer; he notes that modern scholars consider 
Agatharchides' account fairly reliable and accurate. 

16 Inarticulate songs: fr. 37: 7'ai~ avapOpo,s cP8ai) a.A.A~.AovS" iflVXaywyovVT£S Diod. 3. 
17· I; cf. y{vOJlTat .. npoS" cP8o.is avapOpOtS' (Photius 450310-1 I), Roaring cattle: 1rapa-

1r,\7Jaw5 . .. Tais arEAn,S" 'TWV {JOWl', 1TfJ.VTWY c/lwv-r,v a~tEVTWV aUK lvap8pov. aAAa ~xav 10'010'0'11 
ci" ..... ~ov"". (fr. 38: Diod. 3. 17· 3). 

" Photius fr. 41 (=450b8-lI) 58 .. (<inlOI" J ouyypaq,.6,) lyooy< ,01'1{oo 1'~8E 
X°pGKrijpa ~i1yvW(1'TOV 'xftV aUTOV!i'. J8tulA-tP ~E Kal vfuI-'a"Tt, ~XO'!i'"Tt: Kat ,.,.tl-'7J7tKfj 8."J\Waf' 
3l.Oull'e'iv ,,,,il'1'1l Ta '1tpo~ 'TOV fJlov. Compare Diod. 3, .8. 6: 8m.>.iKTCf' ,.,.Jv I-'~ xpijailo.,. 
""""I'1"Kij " a.r,~W(l'~' 8,d; 'TWl' Xf'PWl' 8'Q011,."alvfUI IKQOTQ 1'WI' 1rPO~ n11' xpf{al' dVTJKcSVTWV 
(they do not use language but signify everything havin~ to do with their needs by imi­
lIItin g .. tur •• of their hand.). 
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. . b urtln llIway If 
they ~re silent, It must e because they cannot articulate their~_ 
ings m words, and have only nods and gestures t th· . 

. a ell dllpolal 
Elsewhere Agatharchldes states that the Fisheate ha • 

. . . . . rs ve no I110ral 
sensibilities: while they can feel pleasure and pa' th 

. . In, ey pay no 
attention to honourable or disgraceful matters IS W sh Id .. . e ou aIso 
recall that they have no famlhes and hold thel· r wom . . en 10 common 
People who have neither a common moral code, nor led' . 

. hi' 19 Th' regu at social groupmgs ave no rea sOCiety. IS would explain the F' h ' 
h h . I· 18 eaters 

lack of speec : t ey are not socla Ized enough to evolve a full-Hedged 
language. An undeveloped society and an underdeveloped I 

d · h d lO anguage gohan In an . 
The pre-verballanguage used by the Fisheaters is said to . 

. . I . dd COIIS1lIt 
of nods, tnart~cu .ate nOises, an escriptive gestures, and was uaed 
for commumcatmg about everyday matters. As with Ctes· • 
Dogheads, this description of a primitive or near language is in:­
esting for what It reveals about Greek ideas on the stages and forms 
of human communication which precede speech. We have seen in 
the previous chapter that many accounts of the beginnings of lan­
guage point to articulated sound as the first step on the road to 

speech; here, greater emphasis is placed on gestures as part of pre­
verbal communication. Agatharchides' remarks on the Cllflte/ft of 
the Fisheaters' language are also noteworthy: these primitive people 
communicate about the everyday necessities of life and do not, IS we 
have seen, express their feelings. 

Agatharchides stresses the truth of his description of the 'insensi­
tive' and speechless Fisheaters, citing his source, an explorer dis­
patched by Ptolemy Ill." Could this explorer actually have 
encountered such a society of non-speaking--and non-keIing­
humans? Modern researchers point out that there are no known 
human societies without speech and it seems safe to conclude thIt 

" Fr. 31 = Diod 3. 15·2 and Pholius cod. 250. 449u6-S.Again, it is notcleorhow 
this fits in with the utopian presentation of the Ichthyophagoi. 

I" Note, however, the Fisheaters' peaceful and hannonious relatioDswith ...... 
side group of another species, the seals. Agatharchides describes their~ ....... 
istence 8S virtually an unviolBble treaty (fr. 4z; ~ d~,... ...-PhotNs 
450b1 3; compare Diad. 3. 18.7). 

" See Burstein 1989. 79 n. 1 and compare CoIe .'167. 8& n. 600_"'" 
of morality as R basi~ for society, See too above, Ch .... /HUSiwt. on the link ~ 
developing a language and developing a soc~ty. 

" Fr. 41 (Diod. 3. 18.4). The explorer i. an otherwioe """'"- SioIoaiII;­
Bur.tein 1989, 79 n. 3. 
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this was true in Agatharchides' time as well. (We nonetheless find 
arguments made for the existence of undeveloped, non-speaking 
humans as late as the end of the eighteenth century, with orang_ 
outans, for instance, thought to be such savage humans.)" 
Ptolemy's explorer may well have described what he thought he saw 
when observing a foreign and very exotic people. Perhaps the seem_ 
ingly incomprehensible sounds which accompanied the Fisheaters' 
gestures were real words in their language. In other words, the 
Ichthyophagoi may have been unintelligible to outside observers, 
but nonetheless spoken an actual language among themselves. 
Perhaps their nods when those around them were harmed were the 
equivalent of other peoples' terrible sobs and wails, but outside 
observers did not realize that these were emotional reactions. 

Here it is worth looking for a moment at the accounts furnished 
by early European explorers of their linguistic encounters with the 
wholly unfamiliar native inhabitants of the New World." When 
Columbus confronts a foreign tongue in the course of his voyages, 
he either does not acknowledge the language as altogether unknown, 
and imagines that he recognizes familiar words in Indian tongues, 
or else he denies that the strange form of speech is in fact a language. 
Thus, Columbus writes of his desire to take six Indians back with 
him to Spain 'so that they may learn to speak'." To speak is to speak 
a European language; Indian forms of speech fall upon deaf 
European ears. Other early voyagers described the Indians whom 
they met as 'no more than parrots'." Some explorers of the New 

11 See Rousseau, Discourse on InequalitYt Note x (Starobinski 1964. 208-14; 
Masters 1964,203-13). The eccentric Scottish philosopher James Burnett, Lord 
Monboddo (1,14-99) was a strong advocate of the argument that speech is not uni­
versal among humans. In his Of the Origin and Progress of Language (1773-<)2), he 
argued, in the wake of Rousseau, that orang-outans are not animals but humans. He 
also contended that there were herds of wild, speechless men living in the woods of 
Angola. Monboddo believed that speech did not develop naturally, but arose in the 
context of communal work, after society has been formed. See Stam 1976, 62-5; 
Thoma. 1983, 130-2; Simone 1998,208-9. 

" See Todorov 1984; Greenblatt 1991, ch. 4; Pagden 1993, ch. 4. 
14 Modern translators, wittingly or unwittingly) changed this to {that they may 

learn our language'. See Todorov 1984, 30 and compare Greenblatt 1991,95. who 
notes more generally that Indians were both thought to be unformed, cultural 
blanks, 'as naked in culture as they are in body', and at the same time imagined 
I. virtual doubles of the Europeans, funy conversant with their language and 
culture. 

U Set' Greenblatt 1991, 99 and ISI-:l n. 30. See too the further descriptions of 
the unintelligible language of 'primitive' peoples cited by Thoma. 1983, 42 and 
31S. 

z. The Languages of Primitive P~-le 
_VI' I 1.1 

World turned to non-verbal communication wh f 
. , en I'IIttrated by 

laclt of common language wIth the Indians. Colu b be . a 
. I" Id' . m 118 . arswltrIeIa to the dtfficu tIes InVO ve In communtcating by . 

d f . Signs and getturea 
He understan s, or Instance, that Indians who r' h' .. 

alse t elr hands to 
the sky and shout are welcoming him when in f t h 

. .., ' ac t ey are threat_ 
enmg to kIll him. HIS own attempt to convince Ind' 

. . ums to approach 
him by haVing hIS men dance to the beat of a tambo . . . . 

,. , urme IS SImIlarly 
unsuccessful. Other peoples gestures and express' f . . Ions 0 emotIon 
are not transparent or self-evIdent and we can sympath' 

I f . lZe, perhaps 
with the puzz ement 0 sIxteenth century Europeans when raced 
with a BraZIlIan ceremony Of. wel~ome by means of copious tears. n 

Perhaps, then, Agath~rch~des source simply misread the Fish­
eaters' ways of communicating, and did not understand their lan-
guage and gestures for what they were Pliny whe d 'b' . . " nescnmg 
numerous, exotic tribes of India notes that there 
. ' . ' are so many 

dIfferent natIOnal languages, dIalects, and varieties of speech that 
foreigner seems scarcely human to someone of another race. We a 
comp~re Leibniz's reaction in. 1691 to the exotic languages c: 
America and remote parts of ASta and Africa which 'seem to be so 
different among themselves and from ours that one would say that it 
is another race of animals' . ,. Pliny then goes on to tell of a tribe the 
Choromandi, who are forest dwellers with shaggy bodies, grey:yes, 
and doglike teeth. They are without speech (sine voce), and shriek 
horribly, according to Pliny. ,. It is not, of course, only classical 
writers or early European explorers who considered speakers Qf an 
unfamiliar language to be without speech altogether, and in a wide 
variety of cultures, the word 'mute' is used to designate foreigners, 
down to this very day. 30 

The Greeks, like so many others, found it difficult to recognize 
that other peoples had a legitimate, authentic language and culture 
of their own. In Sophocles' Trachiniae (1060), Heracles divides the 

" See Todorov 1984,30-3; Greenblatt 1991, 89-<)1. 
" See Greenblatt 1991,93 and 98-<). 
.. Pliny, NH 7· I. 7· Aarsletf 1982, 99 n. 39 is the source of this quotation m... 

Leibniz. 

" SeePliny, Nil 7. 2. 24{=FGrH710FI,thesolefrogmentofT........., .......... 
wise unknown, apparently Hellenistic, author). Pliny goes on to tell of die,\"",; 
tribe, described hy l\Iej(asthenes, who have no mouths and p .... umably..-..... 
(NH 7· 2. '5). 

" See Werner 1983, 587 and see Greenblatt 1991,90- See T ......... tI4.,..." 
who notes that the Aztecs inteTpret their own ft .... as ... .-...,.;." to .... ...... 
excellence, in opposition to other tribes. 
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world into Greece fEUas) and an ayAwaaos or tongueless land, and 
ay'\waaos serves as a poetic synonym for fJapfJapos or barbarian. 
Barbaroi are, first and foremost, people who do not speak Greek, but 
gibberish. The word barbaros was, it seems, at first simply ono­
matopoetic, reflecting the burbling unintelligibility of foreign 
speech to Greek ears. Only later, at the beginning of the fifth century 
BCI!, did the word acquire the more negative connotations we now 
associate with the word barbarian. 3t Incomprehensible barbarian 
languages were often likened to the sounds made by animals, espe­
cially birds, and this may suggest that in Greek eyes barbarian 
speech was less than a full-fledged language, and closer to animal 
communication. II There were of course a whole range of languages 
spoken by the peoples who surrounded the Greeks and some Greeks 
recognized that not all foreign languages were identical. Plato, for 
instance, stresses that humans cannot simply be divided into two 
groups, Greeks and barbarians. There are countless barbarians who 
never mix with one another and who speak different languages, 
Plato states (a-7TE{pO'S oVa, Kal a,..dwro" Kat aov,..rpwvolS 7rPO, aAA'1Au 
Politicus 262c-d). 

Speaking Savages 

Ctesias' Dogheads and Agatharchides' Fisheaters demonstrate how 
exotic and unusual people are assigned particularly bizarre forms of 
language in Greek writings, and are not even thought to speak. 
There are other foreign peoples described by Greek authors who are 
less primitive and strange, and these peoples are said to possess a 
form of actual speech; nonetheless, there is a clear link between their 
level of civilization and the character of their speech. This interplay 
between language and culture is particularly apparent in the 
descriptions of barbarian languages found in Herodotus. JJ In 
Herodotus' ethnographic surveys, a people's language generally 
reflects their overall character and state of civilization. The peoples 
said by Herodotus to have a peculiar or unique language of their 

11 For changing Greek attitudes to the 'barbarian', see Ha1l 1989. passim, and the 
extensive bibliography found there. See too Tuplin 1999.54--'7. 

H See e.g. Aes. Ag. I05~1; AT. Frogs 680-2, compare 93; Birds 199-200, compare 
.681. See too Harrison 1998, text near n. 7 I and the further references collected by 
TupJin 1999. So with n. J 4; he notes that barharian speech is compared to the sound 
of .. pi uttering frying pan as well (Eubulus fr. 108 K.-A.) 

H Harrilon 1998 is an excellent study of Herodotus' conception of foreign lan· 

,u"K··· 
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own are. ~en,era\ly s~ngular in other ways as well." Thus 
ArgipPS101 (}lpyt7r7ratol) are a bald people J'ud' . the . . I . ,IClOUS, and n0n-
violent, who hve mam y on the fruIt of a particular tr Who 

h' 'b d S ee. dethey are a Scyt lan tn e an wear cythian clothing th eak 
fh' (rp '1)"1)'" ,eysp alan-

guage 0 t ~Ir 0) wEnh . w~'1V €Lh''1V 'EVTE~ 4· 23· 2). The troglodyte (or 
cave-dwelhng t IOplans w 0 eat snakes, lizards d h 

'd h' ,an ot er rep-tiles provl e anot er mstance of a unique tongue H d , . ero otus tells \Ill 
that they use a language hke no other and squeak like bats ( \._ 

'0 - "AA ' '1" YAWU_ 8e ov €fUn a Tl 1Tap°ft°''r/V V€VOIL'l<ucr" wvui T€",plyfUJ, KQ.Tt1 WEP 01 
VVKTEp{OE~ 4· 183. 4)· Her~ we come closest to the concept of a near 
bestial language, returnmg to the stereotyped Greek analogy 
between barbarian tongues and animal sounds," In a rare descrip­
tion of.the co~tent o~ a langu.ag~,. Herodotus also describes a tongue 
which IS defiCIent-If not prtmltlve--for it lacks the concept of per­
sonal names. The Atarantes, we are told, have a collective 
'Atarantes', but individuals have no names oftheir own Thname, . eyare 
the only people in the world, Herodotus states, whom he knows to 
be without names (4· 184).'· We have encountered in the previous 
chapter several depictions of hypothetical early societies where men 
possess language, but nonetheless live as brutes, in uncivilized 
fashion (below, Sect. 3)· Herodotus tells of such a contemporary 
primitive people, the Androphagoi or man-eaters (4. 106). These 
cannibals neither observe justice nor have a code of laws and they 
are the most savage of men. While the Androphagoi dress like the 
Scythians, they speak a unique language of their own. 

The Argippaioi, Ethiopians, and, of course, the Androphagoi all 
have unusual diets and once again we see the close connection in 
Greek thought between language and diet. Not only in Greek 
thought: the English adventurer Sebastian Cabot put threecaptiva 
from Newfoundland on exhibition in 1502. An early account a.t­

pares their demeanour to that of brute beasts and describes them., 

J4 Not every exotic tribe in Herodotus is assigned a language of any bod_ ... 
historian often does not touch upon the form of speech used by various peoples, but 
when he does assign singular peoples a language, it is unique. 

" Compare Diod. 3. 8. 1-3 and see too Galen. 0. C .. ~c .• (94. ...... 1 
Edlow), who contends that although neither Persian nor Ethiopian .... ify .. ,... 
to Greek speakers, Persian is a superior language because of its.......d. o..,.tn is 
said to have spoken the languages of the Troglodytes and the ElhiopiaDs. ......... 
severalothertongues (Plut. Ant. 27. 3-'). 

" Modem linguists tell us that there are in fact 1\0 ........................ 

Ill"",., See Harri.on 1998. text near n. 82. who ~ that HeoooIaNI ..., lie 
deocribing a taboo on the use of personal names. 
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'clad in beasts' skin, eating raw meat, and speaking an unintelligible 
language'." This is remarkably close to Thucydides' description of 
the Eurytanians 'who speak a dialect more unintelligible than any of 
their neighbours and are believed to eat raw meat'. J8 Returning to 
Herodotus, we find that he also points to the link between a people's 
overall way of life (ll,a''Ta) and language. The Budini, Herodotus 
tells us, are pastoral nomads and eat lice, while the Geloni cultivate 
the soil, keep gardens, and eat grains. Neither their language nor 
their diaita is the same, he states (4· 109)· 

If strange, unique people need a unique language, peoples whom 
Herodotus describes as having merged or joined together somehow 
often merge their languages as well, supposedly speaking a mixture 
or blend of the two original languages. The Geloni, for instance, are 
Scythian dwellers who were originally Greeks. Herodotus claims 
that they speak a language partly Scythian, partly Greek (Kat yAwaUJ/ 
nl p.€v I:KVO'Ki/. 'Ta Il. 7?>'>''7V'Ki/ XP€wv'Ta, 4· 108. 2). So too the 
Ammonians are said to be descendants of both the Egyptians and 
the Ethiopians and to speak a language in-between the two (Kat 
t/>WVT,V p.€'Ta," dp.t/>o'T€pWV vop.'~OV'T€~ 2. 42. 4). It is hard to know what 
such hybrid tongues, half-Greek and half-Scythian or partly 
Egyptian and partly Ethiopian are meant to be. Were there really 
such halfway languages with perhaps a commingled vocabulary and 
some sort of mixed syntax and morphology?" Here too, as with the 
unique languages of the bald and just Argippaioi, cannibalistic 
Androphagoi, and cave-dwelling Ethiopians, Herodotus is not so 
much describing actual languages, as depicting what the languages 
should be like, in view of the character and origins of their speakers. 

Foreign languages in Herodotus, then, seem to be fashioned in 
accordance with those who speak them. The two most exotic lan­
guages-those of the squeaky Ethiopians and nameless Atarantes­
perhaps hint at primitive forms of speech which are somehow less 
than full-fledged languages. Here it is worth comparing the conclu­
sions Europeans thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen­
turies drew about the earliest form of language from their study of 

" S •• Leach 198., 66 and Greenblatt 199 I, 184 n. 55. 
31 Thuc. 3. 94. 5: see above, Sect. 2.3. 
.. Se. L10yd 1976, '99-200 (ad •. 42), who defends Herodotus' description ofthe 

Ammonian language and argues for the existence of a lingua francs made up of 
Cu.hitic Ethiopian, Egyptian, and Libyan dialects; see too Fehling 1989, '3'. 
Compare .Iso Xenophon's half-barbarians (p.,eofJapfJapo, Hell,n.-ca •. I. '5: wharlan­
pate did they speak?). See too A.heri '994, esp. 48---9; Harrison 1998, text nearn. 84 
and the further references there. 

3· Gestures and Mute Voices 
. d' , f f 195 exotiC an savage orms 0 speech. Europeans thou~L.. 

indian languages extremely simple with ~or !S'I" the AiDer. " , ", examp e a , ...... ,-
lexical stock and no abstract terms. At times the N ' ...... -
guages were romanticized-often by people w'thse ew World Jan. 

. 1 no real knOWledge 
of them-and presented as nch, poetic tongues bl 
.' . . I d40 ,a etoexpress 

entire Images m a smg e wor . European 'stude ts' f I . 
f n 0 ndlan Jan 

guages went so ar as to develop 'a conjectural histo f I -
f . I ry 0 anguage 

which goes rom slmp e terms to complex ones fr . ' . , om metaphorical 
utterances to logical ones, from the unified speech-act t th d 

fh 11 ' , 0 eecorn-
posed language 0 t e sy oglsm. 4' Herodotus' analys' f' . . 

. I' 18 0 prmu-
tive' forelgdn an~uHa~es IS, unsurprisingly, far more rudimentary 

In Her~ otus lbstory, we also find that there can be unb~e_ 
able lingUistic gaps etween certain kinds of people. There is a tale 
(2.32; see 4· 172 ) of adventurous young Nasmonians membe f 

. h . L' ,rso a 
locust-eatmg, women-s an~g lbyan tribe. These young men ven-
ture into unknown and unmhabited parts of the Libyan desert, 
where they encounter v~ry small black men, said to be wizards. 
Neither of these two exotic peoples can understand the other's lan­
guage. Here we can compare the account of the Carthaginian 
Hanno, who in his Periplus (c. I I) tells of a (presumably) Ethiopian 
tribe, who spoke a language unintelligible (daVv.-ro 8' ~) 
even to the Carthaginians' interpreters, the Lixitae. There lire 

people so different, so 'other' as to be completely unintelligible to 
anyone else, including interpreters. In other instances, only a series 
of intermediaries and interpreters are able to overcome the linguis­
tic barriers between various peoples. Herodotus tells us that the 
Scythians deal with their remote and near mythical neighbours by 

means of seven interpreters in seven languages (4. 24) and perhlps 
he is describing here a chain of seven interpreteI1l, each translating 
from one language into the next. 

3. GESTURES AND MUTE VOICES 

Gestures 

In one incident in Herodotus, linguistic difficulties lire circum­
vented by means of gestures, which serve as a last resort wt- then 
is no common language. When Amazon women arrive unopec:tedIy 

.. See Pagden 1993. ch. 4; Greenblatt 1991, ch. 4; La_ '996. ... ,,.....), s.. 
100 above, Sect. 3.3. 

" Pagden 1993, '34; see his discuasion in 116-34· 
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on Scythian soil, the Scythian men do not know what to make of 
them (4. I I 1-17). They do not recognize the Amazons' language, 
clothing, race, or even gender, and at first the Scythians take the 
Amazons for men and do battle with them. Once the Scythian war­
riors realize that the Amazons are female, they break off all fighting 
and approach the women in stages, eventually indicating by sign 
language (rii 15< xnpl ;"'pa'. 4· 113· 2) their interest in sexual contact. 
Subsequently, after mating with the Scythians, the Amazons will set 
up house with them and learn their language, albeit imperfectly." 
Gestures also play a part in a lively scene in Xenophon's Anabasis, 
where local Armenians dressed in native clothes serve feasting 
Greeks, who are conducting a symposium of sorts. The Greeks wear 
hay wreaths, instead ofthe usual ivy or myrtle, and, we are told, use 
sign language to the Armenians as if to mutes (WU1TEp (v<ot,) to indi­
cate what should be done (4. 5. 33). In this slightly farcical situation, 
the Greeks are, of course, no less mute than the Armenians, for 
neither people speaks the other's language." 

Here gestures overcome language barriers and allow speakers of 
different languages to communicate. In Aeschylus' Agamemnon, 
Clytemnestra presses the silent Cassandra to communicate by 
means of her foreign hand and use barbarian gestures, if she is in­
capable of Greek speech (uV 15' av".L ",wY'r,s "'pa', Kapf3av,!, XEp{ 1061). 
Clytemnestra assumes that there is an international language of ges­
ture, available to-and understood by-all. Gestures and signs are 
in fact far from self-evident or non-conventional, as we have just 
seen in the case of European travellers meeting up with inhabitants 
of the New World, but we find Clytemnestra's approach echoed 
elsewhere in the ancient world, most notably by Quintilian. 
Although the peoples of the earth speak a multitude of tongues, 
Quintilian states, they share in common the universal language 
(omnium hominum communis sermo I I. 3. 87) of gesture'" In his 
discussion of gestures, Quintilian pours forth a paean of praise to 

42 Compare Herodotus' Carthaginjans who barter goods-silently and without 
persona] contact-with a race who live beyond the Pillars of Heracles. They do so by 
means of smoke signals and dumb show (4. 196), Rotolo 1972, esp. 410-14, and 
Rochette 1995. I I have useful collections of ancient passages relating to the use of 
gestures, sign language, and non-verbal communication. 

4J Compare too Xenophon)s l\Ilossynoeci who are said to speak to themselves, 
laugh aloud in private, and dance (Anab. 5· 4· 34). 

•• Compare Cic. De Orat. 3. Z23, where facial expressions and gestures-which 
expreu the emotions of the mind-are said to influence everyone, for everyone feels 
the DIne emotions. 

3· Gestures and Mute Voicer 

hands. Hands, he states, virtually speak . '97 
promises, requests, and threats. Hands ca~ ~xdP.res8Ing ~, 

. d J: In Icate a wide of emotIOnS an reler to quantity number d. range 
fd b ' ,antlmeTh 

take the place 0 aver s and pronouns by '. . ey evea 
I ., ' POinting to place. and 

peop e. 
This passage of Quintilian reflects a broad . 

f · er VIew of gestures 
capable 0 expressmg more than simple and irnm d. . 38 

. e tate matters In some anCIent accounts, gestures are said to repl . 
virtually as a full-scale language. In a lively t acel fspeec~ and serve 

a e ound In Luc· 
gestures and movements suffice to replace words. d . lBll, 

. d .. . a aneer In Nero' 
court IS so goo at conveymg stlently the words of h 8 

. songst atNero', 
guest asks If he may take the dancer back home· d 

. . , In or er to use him 
as an mterpreter for hIS polyglot subjects" I th· 

d h · . n 18 story-as 
oppose to t e passages m Herodotus Xenophon d A ch ' , an es ylus--
the movements of the dancer go beyond an irnm d· . . . elate 8ItuatJon and 
are saId to convey actual words rather than to mim eeds 
desires. ' e n and 

In two ancient tales, people capable of speech tu t . m 0 gestures In 
orde~ to express themselves freely and without fear. Aelian has a fas-
cinatmg story of a tyrant who forbade his subjects to speak to one 
another for fear that they would conspire against him. They 
nonetheless manage to express themselves through nods 

d f . I . , gestures, 
an acta expreSSIOns, and the tyrant then prohibits the use of these 
movements as well. When his downtrodden subjects resort to tears 
to e~press their fe~lings, he also tries to ban their tears, but this leads 
to hiS death at their hands. In a similar story, the tyrants Gelooand 
Hieron are said to have forced their Syracusan subjects to keep 
silent. The Syracusans then learned to express themselves with 
their feet and hands and eyes, leading to the invention of dance. 
When the Syracusans were freed and instituted a democracy, C­
began to teach them the rhetorical use of words." 

Elsewhere we hear of philosophical pantomimes. Athenaeus (I. 
20b-c) tells us that a dancing philosopher nicknamed Mem,IIis 

.. Quint. 11·3. 85-7. WhileQuintilianspeaksofauniversal~of ......... 
he nonetheless describes a series of conventional gestures and distinguishes ..... 
e.~~ Gree~ and Roman gestures in his dis.cussion in t I. 3: set furtbet-Graf .991. 

Luclan, Salt. 04; compare Jup. Trag. '3, whe ... Henoes states dIat he hoa eo 
reoonto gestures because he is not a polyglot and does not speok the ......... . 
Scythlans, Persian., Thracians, and Celts. On the aocient vie .. of ...... IS ... 

aU!?ho",'ouslanguage, capable of conveying words, _ fw1her ~ ... 
Aehan, VH 14. 22; Rabe 1931, •• 41; see too 169-70. 
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silently explicated Pythagoras' philosophy, in a clearer fashion than 
those who taught with words. Gestures, in this tale, are superior to 
words. Here we have come a long way from the concept of gestures 
as a primitive pre-verbal form of speech. The children in Psammeti_ 
chus' experiment (above, Sect. 3.2), the primeval pre-linguistic 
humans found in the scenarios of writers such as Lucretius and 
Vitruvius (above, Sect. 4.5), and the Dogheads and Fisheaters 
(above, Sect. 2) all use manual signs to communicate because they 
have no words at their disposal, but Athenaeus' dancing phil­
osopher finds such gestures more lucid than words. Clearly his is a 
language of gestures, a full-fledged, sophisticated form of communi­

cation. 

Deaf Mutes 

Gestures are also used by those who cannot speak, deaf mutes. We 
know very little about deaf mutes and the use of sign language in the 
ancient world. We have already seen that Xenophon's miming 
Greeks compare their Armenian hosts to mutes. In Plato's Cratylus 
(422e-423a) Socrates refers to the way mute people use their hands, 
head, and entire body to communicate with others. Such signs are 
mimetic, according to Socrates, and he considers what the signs for 
something light in weight and up above, something downward and 
heavy, and a galloping horse must be like. While Socrates does not 
discuss here the overall linguistic capabilities of those who are mute 
and use such signs, he does imagine them trying to describe both 
abstract qualities and a moving creature." In the dialogue De 
Magistro (3. 5), Augustine points out the wide range of the gestural 
communication of deaf mutes and actors, while at the same time 
noting their limitations. Augustine states that people carry on con­
versations with the deaf by means of gesture. The deaf themselves 
use gestures to talk and answer questions, to teach and make known 
to each other all their wishes--or, he adds, at least most of them. 
Augustine then points out that actors can tell entire stories silently, 
without using a single word. When pressed by his interlocutor 
Adeodatus, Augustine concedes that such an actor would be unable 
to convey the meaning of the preposition ex by gesture. 

Quintilian tells us that gestures and nods take the place of speech 
for the mute (et in mutis pro sermone sunt 11. 3. 66) and he may be 

U See Pt. Theaet. 206d (where deaf and mute people are said to be unable to indi­
cate what they think about things). 
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allotting these motions virtually the status of a lan '. 
.' f' k" gtiage, 111 VIeW of his appreciatIOn 0 spea mg hands. Philo (De C . 

Linguarum 11) notes that people who have had th . rm.tumnr. 
. elr tongues cut out 

can express whatever they like (11 av 1J.>'~awa' , 
less successfully than those who use words (oi,'x· .!;V7Toa"'~w.oVIh), no 

,/7TOV T1'fS ot.O.,\,-W 
1Tpo</>opiis). They do so by means of gestures nods 1 -,-

dh ' ,gances and 
other movements, an ere too gestures are said to be ' . 

. d h '. as expressive 
as words. DI t ese ancient thmkers really believe th t 

d a a gestural 
language was as goo as speech? Perhaps. It is Worth 11' . reca mg agam 
that modern researchers recognized the flexibility and f . . range 0 SIgn 
languages and their status as fully developed langua nl < 4. geso ya,ew 
decades ago. 

Enlightenment. th~nkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen­
turies became

f 
qhUlte Interested I

h
' n deaf mutes and the gestures they 

used as part 0 t elr mterest m t e origin of language. Diderot in his 
Lettre sur [,education des sourds et muets (1751) and James B 
Lord Monboddo in his Of the Origin and Progress of La: 
(1773-92) thought there were parallels among the means of com­
munication used by deaf mutes, savages, children, and the first 
human beings. The deaf were thought to recreate the way early 
humans developed a first language, a language of gestures. Other 
Enlightenment figures were interested in developing a new lan­
guage, a universal language of gestures, which could be taughtto the 
deaf. 50 Greek and Roman thinkers did not study the deaf in this 
fashion and indeed some ancient writers did not assign mute human 
beings full linguistic capacities. At times we hear of the sounds 
uttered by the deaf, rather than their gestures, and here emphasis is 
placed on the fact that deaf-mutes are incapable of producing the 
sounds of speech. In a medical tract attributed to Hippocrates, _ 
are told that those who are deaf from birth can only produce one 
sound." Ammonius, commenting on Aristotle's De InterpTe~ 
in the fifth century CE, notes that people who are deaf from birth 
make certain inarticulate sounds, but do not use names and ~rbs. 
Ammonius also discusses the distinction between vocal sounds 

49 See above, n. 2. \Villiam Stokoe--the key figure involved in ~ sip 
languages as autonomous. full-fledged languages-began his.-.do in .......... 
guages in the late 19508; see the valuable discussion ofRee [m. 310-.18. 

" See Ree 1<199, esp. chs. 12-13; Simone 1w8. :008 and u7 .... · us-4;Ec:o.'J9S, 
1,2-3; Knowlson I<I~S (= 1975. 211-23). 

51 P8eudo~Hippol'Tat("s. 1T£P;' O't'I.pNWJI 18 (xiii. aoo jo1y); 9f'e Ax ........ .......c; .. 
see above. Ch. 4. n. 88, 
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silently explicated Pythagoras' philosophy, in a clearer fashion than 
those who taught with words. Gestures, in this tale, are superior to 
words. Here we have come a long way from the concept of gestures 
as a primitive pre-verbal form of speech. The children in Psammeti_ 
chus' experiment (above, Sect. 3.2), the primeval pre-linguistic 
humans found in the scenarios of writers such as Lucretius and 
Vitruvius (above, Sect. 4.5), and the Dogheads and Fisheaters 
(above, Sect. 2) all use manual signs to communicate because they 
have no words at their disposal, but Athenaeus' dancing phil­
osopher finds such gestures more lucid than words. Clearly his is a 
language of gestures, a full-fledged, sophisticated form of communi_ 
cation. 

Deaf Mutes 

Gestures are also used by those who cannot speak, deaf mutes. We 
know very little about deaf mutes and the use of sign language in the 
ancient world. We have already seen that Xenophon's miming 
Greeks compare their Armenian hosts to mutes. In Plato's Cratyius 
(422e-423a) Socrates refers to the way mute people use their hands, 
head, and entire body to communicate with others. Such signs are 
mimetic, according to Socrates, and he considers what the signs for 
something light in weight and up above, something downward and 
heavy, and a galloping horse must be like. While Socrates does not 
discuss here the overall linguistic capabilities of those who are mute 
and use such signs, he does imagine them trying to describe both 
abstract qualities and a moving creature'" In the dialogue De 
Magistro (3. 5), Augustine points out the wide range of the gestural 
communication of deaf mutes and actors, while at the same time 
noting their limitations. Augustine states that people carry on con­
versations with the deaf by means of gesture. The deaf themselves 
use gestures to talk and answer questions, to teach and make known 
to each other all their wisheS-Qr, he adds, at least most of them. 
Augustine then points out that actors can tell entire stories silently, 
without using a single word. When pressed by his interlocutor 
Adeodatus, Augustine concedes that such an actor would be unable 
to convey the meaning of the preposition ex by gesture. 

Quintilian tells us that gestures and nods take the place of speech 
for the mute (et in mutis pro sermone sunt 1 I. 3. 66) and he may be 

.. Sec PI. Th'""t. 206d (where deaf and mute people are said to be unable to indi­
cate wh .. t they think aboutthinKO). 
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Lord Monboddo in his Of the Origin and Progress of La: 
(1773--92) thought there were parallels among the means of com­
munication used by deaf mutes, savages, children, and the first 
human beings. The deaf were thought to recreate the way early 
humans developed a first language, a language of gestures. Other 
Enlightenment figures were interested in developing a new lan­
guage, a universal language of gestures, which could be taught to the 
deaf. '0 Greek and Roman thinkers did not study the deaf in this 
fashion and indeed some ancient writers did not assign mute human 
beings full linguistic capacities. At times we hear of the sounds 
uttered by the deaf, rather than their gestures, and here emphasis is 
placed on the fact that deaf-mutes are incapable of producing the 
sounds of speech. In a medical tract attributed to Hippocrates, we 

are told that those who are deaf from birth can only produce one 
sound." Ammonius, commenting on Aristotle's De Interp,etatW. 
in the fifth century CE, notes that people who are deaf from birth 
make certain inarticulate sounds, but do not use names and verbs. 
Ammonius also discusses the distinction between vocal sounds 

.. See above, n. 2. William Stokoe-the key figure involvOO in ~ ... 
languages as autonomous, full-fled~d I.nguages-hegan his research in ...... IIB­
guages in the late 1950S~ see the valuable discussion ofRee 1999~ 31 ...... 

.. Se.Ree 1999, .sp. chs. 12-13: Simone 1998, .08.nd •• ,,,1\. I.~E .... ~. 
171-3: Knowlson 1965 (= 1975. 211-23) . 

" Pseudo-Hipponateo, "'pi ""-PKWV 18 (xiii. :lOO JoIy); _ Ax .9&4. ........... 
• ••• bov •• Ch. 4. n. 88. 
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which are significant by nature and those sounds which are sig. 
nificant by convention. Naturally significant sounds are the barking 
of dogs, the sounds of people affected by emotion-groaning, 
guffawing, etc.-and the inarticulate sounds of children and people 
who are deaf from birth." Here, Ammonius links together animals, 
emotional humans, deaf mutes, and children and states that the 
sounds they make signify no thought. It seems safe to say that he 
does not allot any of these groups a full-fledged language. 

This brings us to the philosophical problem of what makes the 
deaf human and distinguishable from animals, when they lack one 
of the defining characteristics of humans, articulate speech. 
Porphyry will maintain that it is absurd to decide whether a creature 
possesses reason or not according to whether its speech is intelli­
gible, or it remains silent or not. This is tantamount to saying that 
the gods lack logos because they do not speak, argues Porphyry." 
Yet for Greek medical writers, at least, loss of voice is linked to loss 
of intelligence and loss of life. Often the loss of voice or speech indi­
cate a terminal illness in Hippocratic writings. 5. Voice is the breath 
of human life, as a Swiss doctor of the early eighteenth century put 
it," and for the Hippocratics loss of voice is perceived as loss of life. 

Gaining Speech: Croesus' Son and Aesop 

We can learn something of the status of the deaf in Greece from the 
story of Croesus' son. We have already encountered this deaf mute 
son, who breaks into speech for the first time in order to save his 
father's life (above, Sect. 3.2). Croesus has, in fact, two sons: the 
successful and persuasive Atys, whose eloquence and powers of per­
suasion lead him to an untimely death, and this unnamed deaf son, 
who rescues his father. The power of speech is critical for both the 
Lydian princes: Atys' skill in speaking-his ability to persuade 
Croesus to allow him to join a hunt-costs him his life, while his 
mute brother saves their father's life when he utters words for the 
first time. ,6 Croesus has an ambivalent attitude towards his deaf 
mute son. He has done everything he could for his disabled child ('TG 

H Ammonius, in AriJt. de Int. 23, 2""1); 30, 25-31, 2 Busse. 
" Porph. De Ab". 3.5.4. Compare Sext. Emp. PH I. 73: supposing thata man 

were mute, no one would cal1 him irrational. 
J4 See Montiglio 2000, 228-33 and the Hippocratic case histories cited there. 
., The doctor is Johann Conrad Amman, who specialized in vocal disorders--see 

.R.N 1999. 63-4. 
J6 For an inle-resting analysis of Croesus' two sons, see Sebeok and Brady 1979. 
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, " ' 8) -,,/iv I, aUTOV ",r£1TO'1)K€E I. 5 1 ,even turning to the Delphic 0 

for advice, but he nonetheless considers him of no racle 
, .' \ 'r aCCOunt (see TcW IT£pov ... OVK "va, P.O' "oy,~op.a, I. 38 ~) H do . . . . ... ero tus too fim 

describes the son as destroyed or useless because f h' 
J. '0 ' .I. ' 0 18 mutenea. 

(8'E/foOapTo, "v yap 1) KW.,.,O, I. 34· 2), but then concedes that th' 
. d t t(' , "" , IS IOn 

I'S otherWIse a ecen sor Ta P.EV a""a E7T""K~.:!.I. • , 8 .,., ..."wvo, OE 1 5 I) 
just before telling of how he rescued his father by speaking. it s~ 
that this second son changes from worthless to worth f .. ~ . I h y, rom lnJ01I$ 
to human, preCise y w en he breaks into speech for th fi . , e rst time 
Henceforth Croesus unnamed mute son is able to speak. . . .onelmag_ 
;nes that if he had spoken from the start he would have b . 
~. 'een given a 
name as well. 

Aesop is anot~er, rather di~erent fig~re who gains the power of 
speech. Acc~rdmg to th~ Vlta Aesopl, this ugly Phrygian slave 
begins life wIth the capacIty to hear, but is mute. Even when he is 
unable to speak, Aesop is quite capable and manages by dumb show 
to prove his innocence when accuse~ of stealing figs (1-3).51 Aesop 
is granted speech by the goddess !sIS, as a reward for his kindness 
and piety towards her priestess (4-7). When Isis bestows a voice 
upon the sleeping Aesop, she is accompanied by the Muses. Asked 
by Isis to endow his voice with excellent speech, the Muses grant to 
Aesop the invention of stories ('\6ywv E,jPEfLa 7)" and the weaving 
and construction of Greek tales. The scene in which Aesop discov. 
ers that he can speak is both charming and illuminating. He wakes 
from a nap and names out loud the objects which surround him-a 
wallet, sheepskin, sheep, etc.-and is then surprised to discover that 
he can actually speak (8). Aesop's use of speech begins with the 
naming of names, so that once again we encounter the assumption 
that the acquisition of language is essentially the acquisition of 
names. Aesop will go on to do wonders with his linguistic capabili· 
ties: he becomes eloquent and artful, and knows how to interpret 
riddling bits of writing as well. He also gives voice, in a sense, .. 
animals, by means of his fables. 

n The references are to sections of the G recension of the Vittl; see Pt:rr, I9$&, 

35-6. According to the W recension, Aesop is not mute. but slow of speed\ .......... 
a ~~oming voice (~pa8VyAw(JoOS kal ~o~,+»vos I). j • 

Or perhaps we should understand 'the disalV'try of words . See,....,. 0iII0rr 
1999, esp. 269 and 275. who stresses the important role played by Isis, - MIao, 
and the invention of language in Aesop's ViI •. 
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Losing Speech: Cratylus 

Both Croesus' son and Aesop go from silence to speech, and in both 
instances there is something supernatural about their acquisition of 
spoken language. The philosopher Cratylus moves precisely in the 
other direction, from speech to silence, and he does so of his own 
volition, deliberately choosing to become mute. Cratylus, it seems, 
relinquishes speech out of despair. Aristotle tells us that in the end 
(i.e. at the end of his days-see immediately below) Cratylus 
thought that there was no need to speak, but simply moved his 
finger. ,9 Aristotle mentions Cratylus' renunciation of speech when 
telling of his extreme version of the Heraclitean doctrine of flux. 
Cratylus does not believe that one can step into the same river once, 
let alone twice, and he apparently finds words no more stable or reli­
able. We have already encountered a rather different Cratylus in 
Plato's dialogue of that name. Plato's Cratylus believes in fixed, nat­
urally correct names. Indeed language, according to Cratylus of the 
Cratylus, can teach US about the essences of things (above, Sect. 
2.1). The difference between Plato's Cratylus and Aristotle's figure 
is probably best explained by a change which took place in Cratylus 
himself: Plato, it seems, describes the younger Cratylus, while 
Aristotle tells of an older, disheartened man. Cratylus, apparently, 
has gone from an extreme belief in the power of names to an utter 
disillusionment with words. 6 • 

The speaking Cratylus is described as someone who uses few 
words: he is knowledgeable and brief (emUT"IfWYLKO, . . . Kal 
(jpaxvAoy,lYTUTO,), notes Proclus in his commentary on the 
Cratylus. 61 Indeed, Cratylus is silent for much of Plato's dialogue. 
Elsewhere, Cratylus is said to hiss and wave his hands about. 
Aristotle provides this description of a hissing, gesticulating 
Cratylus and he attributes it to Aeschines the Socratic. The context 
in Aristotle is that of speakers who accompany their words with 

J." KpaTuAo5 . .. 8., TO T£AnfraLOJl oV8Jv i/Jno SELV A/YEu', nAAa T()V 8aKTv'\ov EI<LIIEl pavov. 
Anst. Metaphys. IOIOal 2-1 3. See Mouraviev 1999.23-55 for a very full collection of 
testimonia relating to Cratylus. 

60 See Allan 1954; Cassin 1987; Baxter 1992, 25-30. Cratylus is reminiscent of 
Thamyris, the mythical Thracian poet who is struck dumb for claiming to sing better 
than the Must"!I. The Muses take away Thamyris' wondrous voice and make him for~ 
II"t how to play the c;thara (11. 2. 594-600). Both Cratylus and Thornyr;. Rre reduced 
to .. lence precisely because of their great confidence in their linguisti<.' powers. 

It. Proclu.81n ('ralylum '4. 
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emotional gestures, so that we can assume th t C :IOJ 
d h · a ratylu.ntade .... __ 

sounds an movements w tie speaking rathe th "­
for words. 6 ' When Cratylus no longer ~peaksr h ani as a 8~titute 

. f h' , e a so restncts the expressiveness 0 IS gestures. He moves J. ust fi 
h .. one nger perl.--

doing no more t an pomtmg at objects A . ' ''''}Ja 
J • movmg fin . 

removed from a full-fledged language of gesture d . ger IS far 
I d·· s, an It seems that 

Cratylus not on y Ispenses with articulate word b . 
b '. f s, ut also restncts 

himself to a are mmlmum 0 gestural, non-verb I '. 
I . . d·a a commumCatlOn 

Thus Craty us IS qUIte I"erent from another·1 h. . . 
S d h SI ent p 1l0sopher 

Secundus. ecun us, t e perhaps fictional her f ' . d . 0 0 an anonymous 
work of WIS om hterature, dated to the second . century Cl! also 
chooses to refram from all speech but he comm· ,. 

. ·1 b ..' umcates at length 
and III detal, y means ofwntmg.63 The silent des .. C . . . .. ' pairing ratylus 
who wdhngly rehnqUlshes spoken language is a sin I . . . . . gu ar mstance of 
a civlhzed and sophisticated-perhaps too sophisticated-person 
who possesses the power of speech but nonetheless h 

' C ooses not to 
use it. All the other non-speaking humans we have e d . . ncountere 110 
far are sdent either because they are unable to speak or be under-
stood, or because they can express themselves more than . 
factorily ~y ~eans of gestures. Cratylus chooses to restrict h: 
to a very hmlted level of communication. 

Weaving and the Language of Women 

Philomela is a mythological figure who does not speak. She did not 
choose to dispense with speech, but was deprived of language by 
force. Her brother-in-law Tereus raped her and then tore out her 
tongue. Philomela nonetheless manages to communicate with h« 
sister Procne, Tereus' wife, through the • voice of the shuttle' (~>is 
K£pK{1l0, "'WY~), as Aristotle describes it, for she weaves an acwuntof 
her experience. 64 The two sisters then take terrible vengeance upon 
Tereus, murdering h is child and serving him up as food. All three­
Tereus, Procne. and Philomela--end up losing their human voices, 
for they are transformed into birds. Commentators point out that it 
is not by chance that the two sisters are Athenians, while the brutal 

u W!) 1t£pl. Kpa • .,J).olJ Alax{.,,,s O'TI SL(la{~u.JI.' I«li TOW 'Xfpow &amflfrl' (Arist. RIIet. 
14I,bl- 2). See. however. :\!oura\,;ev 1999 .• , (ad Tso). who suggests emoMiac 
3ur;ul'wJI to 8U1 atyw~! i.e. silently. This 'would mean that thf mute CratyhlSgesticulat~ 
ed with both hands; see too Ca .. in 198,. 142-3. " See Pwry 1964. ~I. 

.. Arist. Poel. 1454'.10-7; he IS referring to Sophocles' ""'t~ T_(fr. 59$ 
Radt). For a comprehf'nsin;' l1~t of ancient sources on PhiJomela Sft Fruet' ''*'. 
98-too n. 2 (ad Apoliod. RIb/. .1. '4. 8); Sff too Forbes !rvlOfl( 1_ ..... 107 ....... 
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and unsophisticated Tereus is a Thracian: Philomela's ability to 
speak through inanimate matter reflects her superior level of civil_ 
ization. Tereus may have extinguished Philomela's Greek voice 
when he cut out her tongue," but he seems unaware that loss of 
speech need not mean the loss of language or the ability to commu_ 
nicate by other means. 

It is likely that already in Sophocles' lost tragedy Tmms 
Philomela weaves words or writing on her tapestry, rather than ~ 
picture, which would mean that her textum is, in fact, a text." 
Tereus, who belongs to a less civilized society is incapable of deci­
phering such writing. (A woven picture, on the other hand, would be 
more readily understood by the Thracian.) Philomela retains her 
human language and technical skills, despite Tereus' attempt to 
dehumanize her through isolation, rape, and the cutting out of her 
tongue, and she uses a medium of communication even more sophis­
ticated than speech, writing. The barbaric and barbarian Tereus is 
no match for the literate Athenian woman. Subsequently he will be 
no match for the sisters' savagery either, and in the end, Philomela, 
who is transformed into a swallow, will be incapable of either writing 
or producing intelligible speech." Philomela's tale demonstrates 
how silent, inarticulate material can speak in the hands of a cultured 
human being, and ancient writers stress this point. Nonnus notes 
that the woven cloth speaks for mute Philomela, while Achilles 
Tatius declares that Philomela's art provides her with a silent voice: 
her weaving hand mimics language (fL'fLEiTat T~V yAwTTav ~ XE{p).·8 In 
Ovid, Philomela both weaves her story and uses gestures for further 
communication, asking a maid to convey the woven cloth to 
Procne.·· 10, incidentally, is another figure in Ovid's Metamorphoses 
who manages to retain her communication skills, even when she is 

6J See too Anthologia Palatina 9.45 I, line 4. 
• ': See, DO,brov I~93, '04-5, "'3-14 and compare e.g. Apollod. Bibl. 3. 14. 8 
~o.aa £v '7T1E1TAtp ypalLp,a:ra.. 

., Swallows were often associated with unintel1igible barbarian chatter in Greek 
writings; see e.g. Aes. Ag. I050-1 and Dobrov 1993.222-3 with n. 74. Interestingly, 
in earlier Greek sources Procne becomes a nightingale, while Philomela is ttans· 
formed into a swallow, but in later Roman accounts it is the tongue less Philomela 
who is turned into the songbird; see Forbes lrving 1990, 249 and the references cited 
there. 

•• Nonnus, Dionys. 4. 321; AchiIJes Tatius 5. 5. 4-5; see Bergren 1983, 72. 
Montiglio 1999, z69-7o compares the description of weaving as a silent language in 
Achillel T.tiuI 5· 4. 4-5 to parallel de.criptions of dance. 

.. OviG, M,t. 6. 576-9. See too Met. 6. 609, where Philomela'. hand is .aid to act 
for her voice, ,"0 VOC6 mmlWjuit, 
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brutalized and loses her human voice. After I h lOt 
d . 0 as been r"-" 

then transforme mto a cow, she nonetheless ......... -
f h I h manages to reveal'-·· 

identity to her at er nac us, by tracing her na· "-
hoof using letters instead of speech (littera pme In t~ duat with a 

, TO verbis) 7. W .. 
alloWS these women who have lost the power of h· I1tIng 

. . h .. speec nonethel 
to retaIn theIr uman vOIce and Identity· theY.1 eta 

I · . are 81 ent but not 
mute, t~anks to a ternatIve modes of communication. ' 

It is sIgnIficant that Phllomela weaves her story W . 
. . I .. f cl· . eavIngwasthe 

qUlntesSentIa actIvIty 0 lema es In the ancient w Id. 
. d I or . goddesaea 

aristocratIc women, an save girls all worked at th I ' 
k ·d·fi e oom As the form of wor most I entl ed with women w· . . ' eavIng was often 

invested WIth what were thought to be peculiarly fe I 
.. f . 11· fila e power&-of 

communICatIOn, 0 mte Igence, of deceit or even of d h . ' eat -and all 
ofthese elements are found In PhilomeJa's tale 7I In m t . . .. . os verslOlls of 
her story, Phtlomela IS saId to have woven letters r th th . . ' a er anapIC_ 
ture, but weavmg could be used for the creation of I·m U , ages as we . 
Homer s Helen weaves on her loom the many contests ofth T . 

··b· f h erOJBn War,asltls emg oug taroundher andHomeriscle I " . , ar y re.emng 
to a picture of sorts. Helen weaves a story, both literally and fi _ 
. I "E I·· f . gum Dve y. ven p am pIeces 0 woven matenal carried the signature of 

the women who wove them: Penelope, Arete, Electra, and Creusa all 
recognize their own handiwork, sometimes many years after the 
h . "A· . Y ave woven It. n mammate textile can tell a tale or at the very 
least record the identity of the woolworker, and this form of com­
munication is virtually restricted to women. 7. Most weaving women 
can speak as well as work wool, and skilful weavers often possess 
wise though ts and crafty words. Indeed, the goddess Athena is said 
to grant to some women wise or subtle thoughts along with dexter­
ity in woolworking. One of the recipients of Athens's gifts, 
Penelope, is exceptionally proficient in weaving cloth, wiles, _ 
words. Penelope fends off her suitors both by means of persuasive 

"Ovid,Met. I. 61 [-747; see esp. I. 649. De Luce 1993, inaninter<StiagSNdyef 
themotif ofthe power of speech, i.e. the relation between humanity and artieuIecy •• 
theMet., discusses both 10 and Philomela. 

" See e.g. Buxton 1994, 102-8 and Blundell IQ9/!, 65-72. 
" 11. 3. I '5-8. Compare too the picture of the gigantomachy __ i_~'. 

peplo, by the young girls of Athens (PI. EIIthypJo. 6b-c) and see Schei411114Swot11oo 
1996, ch. I. 

,. Od. 7. 234-5; 19.218 and 22S-{); Aes. Cltoo. 23[-&; Eur.IM'4'7'1S-
" See Bergren 198] for an iIIumin.tingdiscu .. ionofthelinb""'---... 

BUageand weaving in Greek thought. She tenns _vincthe 'sip ..... ...,. 
womenparexcellenu· (71). 

I 



:5 
) 
) 

5. Between Language and Speech 

speech and the shroud which she weaves and then unravels." The 
goddesses Calypso and Circe, described as dread goddesses 
endowed with speech, sing as they weave at their looms. They are 
deceitful, powerful, and seductive figures who prophesy as well.'. 
We have already encountered the cunning and duplicitous words 
which the gods give to Hesiod's Pandora, the very first of the race of 
women (above, Sect. 2.3). It is worth remembering that Pandora is 
also taught the art of intricate weaving (1ToAvoatoaAOV iOTav "<patvElv 
Erga 64) by Athena. Pandora's hand is no less proficient than her 
tongue in creating complicated designs full of artifice. 

Weaving, then, is often linked to female communication, cun­
ning, and deception, but the figurative interpretation of weaving is 
not restricted solely to women's activities. In Homer, males weave 
as well, but metaphorically: gods and heroes weave clever tricks, 
speech, and counsels." After Homer, weaving will serve as a 
metaphor for poetry and song-making as well, and perhaps Calypso 
and Circe, who sing as they weave, influenced the early lyric poets 
when they compared their songs to fabric." Most significantly of 
all, weaving is also used to describe the process of building up or 
constructing language.'" In the Politicus (277d- 278b), Plato speaks 
of the interweaving (OV"1T'\OK~) of letters into syllables: he describes 
how young children are taught to recognize the vowels and con­
sonants which are interlaced to form syllables and words. This is 
weaving on a phonological level; much of Plato's dialogue is occu­
pied with the metaphor of political weaving. In the Sophist (262a-e), 
weaving is mentioned in relation to syntax.'o To form a significant 
sentence or logos one cannot simply string together a series of nouns 
(ov6,.aTa) or a series of verbs (/rfJ,.aTa), argues the Eleatic Stranger. 
Verbs and nouns must be blended or woven together into a harmo­
nious union. Here we encounter a view of language as something 
more complex than a concatenation of names." 

HOd. 2. 88-122; see 7. 108-1 I. 

16 &,V7} o.o~ aMTj£O'ua: Od. 10. 136; [1. 8; 12. ISO; 12.449; see above, Sect. 2.3. 

Weave at their looms: Od. 5. 61-2: 10. 22<r2. Deceitful (SoMEaaa): 7. 245; 9. 32. See 
further Nagler 1996, esp. on their prophetic powers. 

17 Seee.g.l./o68ovS' Kul fL~~Ea .. , v,alllovll. 3. 212; 86AovS' Kal. p.ijnv ~a,vov Od. 9. 422. 

ft See Snyder 1981 and compare Scheid and Svenbro 1996, 111-21. 

,q Interestingly, Hermes, who, as we have seen, is often credited with the inven .. 
tlon of language, is said to have invented weaving as we1l--see Tertullian, De Pallia 3 
(= FG,H659 F9b) and Col, 1967, 20and 311-<). 

•• See too PI. Soph. '59'; Theaet . • 0Id-ao2c. 
.. See Sch.id and Svenbro 1996, 122-4; Deny,r 1991, 146-64. It i. worth noting 
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Women and Slaves 

Weaving women are thought to be particularly fi . 
.. b I h ' . prOclentat onununlcatmg, ute sew ere Women s linguistic ab'I' . c . 8l I Itlet! are c0m-

pared to those of a~lmals. ~n Xenophon's Oec . . 
Ischomachus speaks of hiS young wife's ability to use w ds~Be~ • 

. h h" or . lore 
their marnage, e notes, IS Wife had been carefully s ~~._..1 upe. Y""",, 80 
that she would see, hear, and speak as little as possible (7 . 
12-13). No~, however, she has been sufficiently tamed and5do:!~ 
ticated by him to carry on a conversatIOn, Ischomachus states . 
words associated with the domestication of animals (J."..l :~ 

, ,j; "ll' • <_\' n 'lw,,,,,, 
X'Lp01J01J~"V Kat £T'TLUaO~VTo W~T€ ULI1I\£Y'ouaL 7. 10). Critobulus' wife 
is another woman mentIOned m the Oeconomicus, and her husband 
barely talks with her. She was married as a very young child, who 
had seen and heard as little as possible (3· 12-13). Here we see that 
women are thought incapable of cultured discourse because they are 
not considered fully civilized human beings, but are more akin to 
children or even untamed animals." These women are not fully 
proficient in ordinary speech, but their linguistic deficiency is par­
tial and cultural, and can be remedied by their husbands' teaching." 

Slaves are perhaps comparable to women in their linguistic 
status. Aristotle speaks of slaves as participating sufficiently in logos 
so as to understand it, but not to possess it (KOLVWVWV '\&you TO"",""" 

ouov aloOav€OOa, dAAa fl.~ EX€tV Pol. I254b22-3). While Aristotle is 
referring here to slaves' powers of reasoning rather than their 
actual speech, logos does encompass both meanings, intelligible 
speech and rational thought." Slaves are outside the community of 
rational discourse, for a variety of reasons--their birth, status, II1II 
that. web, which is a complex of threads, interlaced by warp and woof, .... ......,. .. 
tale in a manner that moving a finger, as Cratylus does~ cannot. 

" This is not the place for a full-fledged discussion of the characteriaatiea of 
women's speech in Greek hterature. Lardinois and McClure aoo[ is a useful recmt 
collection on the topic with a full bibliography. 

" Hippolytus in Euripide' play of that name would like to reduce_ .... 
speechlessness of animals. He suggests that women should be modo to Iiw ~ 
dumb biting beasts so that they will neither be addressed nor have on audieaoo\&R. 
Hipp.645-8). For the a"imilation of infant speech to that of animals, .... ~Sect. 
3·2. .. See PometoV 1'1'/4, .70-3 (ad Oor. ,. ~ 

.. SeeSchiltrumpfl991. 21.1 (ad Pol. I2S3·7ff.),wh';~tllatat~~ 
mhet than actual spee-ch is used as a criterion to ctisti"",ioh "-tt-""" 
alaves do not pass this te~t. 
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command of language. Many of the slaves in the Greek world were 
of barbarian origin and did not speak proper Greek.'· Perhaps that 
is why their Greek masters felt free to dominate them linguistically, 
as well as physically, changing their names at will. Slave owners 
commonly bestowed new names upon their slaves, controlling their 
identities as well as their bodies. Hermogenes of the Cratylus (384d) 
will point to this practice when defending his thesis that names are 
conventional, while the later philosopher Diodorus Cronus is said 
to have named his slave with the connective 'But then' (J4AAal-'~v), to 
underline this point.87 

Diodorus' slave is used here as an animate tool to demonstrate a 
point. To name is to label and to appropriate for one's own and 
while this process is natural and crucial for establishing the social 
identity of children (above, Sect. 1.2), the renaming of slaves means 
stripping them of their real identity and independent place in 
society. Mastery of language and mastery of persons go hand in 
hand here. While women such as the wives of Ischomachus and 
Critobulus may gradually attain to full-fledged linguistic capabili­
ties, slaves are deprived of their names and native language and 
consequently become diminished as human beings. 

Parrots and Corocottas 

If the language of women and slaves is assimilated at times to that of 
animals, the reverse process is also true: there are living creatures 
who seem to possess human speech. Two outstanding instances of 
speaking creatures are parrots and corocottas. Ctesias was the first 
writer to acquaint the Greek world with parrots. In his Indica, he 
describes the size of these birds, their colourful plumage, and, of 
course, their ability to speak." Parrots have a human tongue and 
voice (yAwaaav av8pw1T{V'7V <XE< Kat "'wv~v), Ctesias states, and can 
speak Indian like a human being, or Greek if they're taught Greek." 
We do not have Ctesias' original description of parrots and their lin-

.. Se. e.g. PI. Lys. 223a-b and Ar. Them!. 1001-'7 for the broken Greek of slaves. 
.1 Ammonius, InArisl. de Int. 38, I7ff. (Busse) and Simpiicius, Cat. 27. l8-zl;he 

is also said to have named two further slaves MeJl, and JE, and his daughter 
'Theognls'. See Sedley 1973.63. who suggests that Diodorus produced the slaves as 
a kind of waJking argument against the contention that language was natural. Baxter 
1992, 19 notes that Hermogenes' strong version of conventionalism entails treating 
language literally as one's slave, one's personal property to be dealt with as one 
plcuel. n See Bigwood 1993. 

" LsAiy4!a9a. 8. IltM-O wmr.p &vtJpw-rrov fJJ8u11'l. all 8@ EA.\11VUn'i p..nOn. Ka, 'Ei\A7J",(1T[ 
(FG,H688 F 45.8). 

4· Speaking Animal. 

guistic capabilities, just a summary of his Word by Ph' Jet 
k 'f h d'd 8 otllll and we cannot now 1 e I much more than note 'de' 10 

wonders of a talking bird with polyglot potent' 'IWly -eyed, the 
. f hId' la. et even the bbreviated version 0 ten Ica makes it plain that C . 

:hat parrots speak whichever language they are ta h teIstas.8t~ 
hId' ug t, ndtanlfthe 

parrot is taug t ndlan
d
,. and .Greek if taught Greek. Greek._ 

correctly pronounce , I 10ma~lc Greek-is perhaps the de6nin 
trait of a Greek, the outstandmg factor in determ" H g 

mmg ellenic 
ethnicity. What are we to make of a parrot Who aks . spe Greek) 
Surely we cannot thmk a Greek-speaking bird cultu d . 

d · b b . re , and an Indian-soun mg parrot, ar anan. A creature who eak . can sp per_ 
fect Greek, Indian, or any other language with equal raci!'ty . 

I · I' l' I ,potnts 
to the fact that earnmg one anguage IS much like leam' an ther 
The parrot learns the language he is taught: his native ~ 0 . 

ak · b't d fl' f anguage, so to spe ,IS ar I rary an a re ectlOn 0 his surroundings, not his 
origins. Could we say the same thing about acquiring Greek 
opposed to barbarian, culture? ' as 

Ctesias' parrot seems to destroy the polarity between Greek and 
barbarian and t~e distinction between animal and human in one fell 
swoop, for talkmg pa.rrots present something of a philosophical 
challenge as well, forcmg thmkers to define in what way the birds' 
speech can be distinguished from the strictly human capacity for 
language. We have already seen how the linguistic abilities of 
Ctesias' Dogheads reflect their whole manner of life. Caught be­
tween a bestial and a human way of living, they possess only haJf a 
language: the Dogheads can comprehend the Indian tongue, but are 
unable to speak it themselves. Parrots are, linguistically~. 
the reverse of the Dogheads, for these birds are articulate but 
uncomprehending creatures. 

It is worth comparing here Herodotus' approach to talking birds; 
he writes of such creatures only to dismiss the tsle (2. 55-7). After 
recounting the story of a speaking dove from Egypt who stated .. 
there should be an oracle of Zeus at Dodona, Herodotus provides a 
rationalizing explanation: the dove was in fact a barbarian _ 
whose speech sounded like the twittering of a bird. Once the_ 
learned to speak Greek, the dove was thought to tslk in a h~ 
voice. For how, Herodotus asks, could a dove speak in a humID 
voice ('mt TE<P Tp01T<P av 1T£.\O«' y£ 0."''-'"1'" ~~"' a. 57· 
a).;· Ctesias has no difficulty in accepting a speakm, bird, not ewD 

.. See Lenfant '9'/9, esp. 109-'" 
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one whose language is Greek. In the Persica, incidentally, he is 
equally accepting of the idea that there are animals who can count 
and we hear of the numerate cows of Susa. These cows know how to 
count to 100 and are perfectly willing to carry 100 buckets of water 
to irrigate the royal gardens on a daily basis. If anyone tries to have 
them carry even one bucket more, the cows refuse and cannot be 
compelled to do so even by force, Ctesias reports (FGrH 688 F 

Ha-b). 
The philosophical issues raised by birds capable of making 

articulate sounds were discussed by Greek thinkers from Aristotle 
onwards, and this question ct>ntinued, in fact, to disturb Western 
philosophers for a very long time. 9. John Locke, for instance, grap­
ples with the problems posed by a talking parrot. He discusses the 
view that a specific parrot, owned by Prince Maurice of Nassau, was 
'rational' and could 'discourse, reason, and philosophize' with more 
intelligence than an ordinary, 'dull, irrational Man'.92 Locke him­
self argued that humans' ability to use sounds as signs for internal 
concepts distinguishes their speech from that of parrots. In this 
latter statement, Locke was in fact following Stoic thinkers. They 
stressed that parrots are incapable of real speech, because they are 
incapable of thought. Human utterances are both articulated and 
issue from thought. Humans, argue the Stoics, differ from non­
rational animals not by uttered speech but by internal speech, for 
crows and parrots and jays utter articulate sounds.93 Here we come 
to the distinction between spoken and internal speech, 7TP0q,Op .. :o, 
..\&yo, and Ev/i"fOfTO, ..\6yo" a distinction which occupied the Stoics 
and later philosophers'" Parrots, incidentally, could be used to 
express externally the internal wishes and ambitions of humans. 
There are several ancient tales of resourceful men who trained 
parrots to announce that they were gods. In one version, the parrots 
are then recaptured and taught to recant, saying 'Apsethos shut us 
up and compelled us to say "Apsethos is a god." ,.s 

" See Glidden [994; Sorabji [993. 8eMi. Whitaker [996, 45-5 [ has a useful sur­
vey of animal communication vs. human speech in Aristotle . 

.. J. Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding (2. 27. 8); see R~e [999, 
110-n. 

" Speech issues from thought: Diog. Laert. 7. SS = Long and Sedley [987, 33H; 
see 33A. Internal speech: Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. 8. 275 = Long and Sedley [987, 
53T . See Glidden [994, esp. 132-3, and Everson [994, 8--<}. 

.. See further Labarriere 1997. 

.. Hippo!. Rejut. 6. 8; see too Max. Tyre 29. 4; Aelian, VH 14. 30; I Dio Chrys. 
0,. I. 14· These Itorie. are discussed by O.borne 1987, 70-2 and 232-3. 
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Parrots have to be taught to pronounce the 
I · name. of men ..... !t. 

rocottas our ast exotic creatures learn to ' w,_ co' 'use names b N. __ 
elves. The corocottas, or hyenas, are described . y "-no. 

S 'd h as a mixture ofd..... 
and wolf and are sal to ave extraordinary te th Th '""'11 

h . d h b . '. e. eyrepOrtedl 
lure humans to t elr eat y Imltatmg individ 1 h . Y 

. h" d d . . ua uman VOices and calhng to t elf mten e vlctlms-variousl 'd 
. d' . Y 83! to be wood_ 

cutters, children, or or mary people m their ho b 
. mes- y name .. 

These ammals not only know how to reproduc th . 
h e e sounds of 

human language, t ey supposedly can imitate ind"d 1 . 
. h IVI ua VOiceS 

sounding hke t ose nearest and dearest to their vi t' Th ' 
h .. c Ims. e Coro-

cottas, then, are more t an mimiCS for they appreciate th . I 
. d f f' d' . esocla Uses to which the soun 0 a flen s VOIce can be put Th 1 . . ey a so under-

stand the power of names, usmg these familiar one d I b . .' , -wor a els to 
entrap mdlvlduals. Th~ corocottas capacity for speech is terrifying 
for they use the very Simple language at their disposal as a deadl; 
weapon. 

A Friendly Lion 

Let us conclude with a charming tale of friendly communication 
across species, the story of Androcles and his friend, the lion." 
Androcles is a runaway slave who is offered shelter by a lion after he 
responds to the lion's silent request and removes a stake from his 
paw. The lion shares the game he hunts with his companion and the 
two eat together, with Androcles cooking his meat and the lion eat­
ing it raw'" The two, in other words, form a society of sorts. After 
three years, Androcles leaves the lion, is eventually captured, and 
then condemned to be eaten by wild beasts. The wild beast is none 
other than his companion the lion, who also has been captured. 
While the lion recognizes Androcles at once, it takes the man some 
time to return the animal's friendly greeting. Their unusual con­
nection then leads to the pair being freed. In this tale, the mute lion 
who can only communicate by gestures is in no way inferior, either 
in memory or manners, to Androcles the man. The lion is an 
exemplary host, who has a better memory than his guest and is more 

.. See Aelian, NA 7. 22; Pliny, NH 8.107; FG,H 666 F I (DaIion); Porpb. Do 
A611. 3+ S. Diodorus {J. 35. 10 = Agatharchides fr. 78bl calls this toIe fmciIIII. SoMe 
of these ancient authurs call the hyena a CTocottas (Kpo,oo'r'?'US), 

.. See Aelian, NA 7. 48; compare Au!. Gell. S. 14 and see the diocoAosioa iD 
O.bome 1990,18. 

.. In Gellius' version (5. 14.25), Androcles h .. no6 ... ond lflshis_drt .. tht 
sun. 

., 
i 
t 
l 

"' , l' 
I 

t 

I r 
~ 

I , 

I' 
!. 
i 

I: 

I 

f, 
I 
t 
.~ 

!I 

I 
t 
f 
I. 

• L 



au 5. Between Language and Speech 

successful at communicating both his needs and his goodwill. 
Androc1es and the lion-a man who eats cooked meat and possesses 
speech, and an inarticulate animal who consumes raw meat--do not 
share a language or a diet in common, but they nonetheless manage 
to live in harmony for several years and communicate, as equals. 
The boundaries of language and culture can be respected-and yet 
superseded-by two companions of different species. 
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94-6 180 n. 227 1.8.2-3 158 n. 159 
Claudian; 220 ISO n. 227 I. 8. 3 136. 163-4 Empedocles: 

b. Eutropium I. 8. 4 164 DK3I 
2.25 1-4 81 n. 34. 93 n. 67 Demetrius Lacon: 1.8'5-8 162 BS2 l..s n. IU 

PH.rc.lol2 1.8,9 162 B6a l..sa.laa 
Ixvii·7-10 17' n. 202 

I. loff. 116 BuS 6a 
1.13-16 151 BI30 .. 



Z3Z Index Locorum Index LoCOfVm 

Epicurus: Galen: B48 139 n. 100 :lJ3 
5· 93.2 

Letter to Herodotus De Captionibus B64 149 n .127 6.138 I19n. " ",,\ , 
75-"1 130n. 69 2 193 n. 35 B66 149 n. 127 77n.sl 

;'.',} 

75-6 I?o-4 B90 149 n. 127 
De U su Partium Hesiod: 

Etymologicum Magnum 3· I 162 n. 173 B1I8 149 n. 127 
Erga 

s. v. liv!JPW1TO< 36n. 69 
Genesis: Herodotus: 42- 105 47 

Eubulus: 2: 1<)-20 180 n. 226 1.34. 2 201 47-52 152 n.136 

fr. loB 2:20 57 n. 128 I. 38. 2 201 61 ff. 
114-15 

192 n. 32 61 
2:23 21,57 n. 128 1.47· 3 89 n ·56 

64 
5+-S 

Eupolis: 3:2-3 57 n. 128 1.73 77 n. 21 206 

fr. II2 79 n .26 3:20 21 I. 85 89,200-1 78-80 5+-S 
4: I 21 1.122 81 90-2 47 

Euripides: 10:<)-10 147 n. 120 I. 142. 3 14' n. 105 94-104 55 

Cyclopes 
68-111 passim, 

108 46 2.2 

120 5 n. 18 
Genesis Rabbah: esp. 70-1, 7&-9, 

109-26 46 

425-6 17 n. 65 
8: II 58 n. 132 81,86 n. 46, 88, 

II 2-11 9 47 

481)-90 17 n. 65 
38: 13 '47 n. 121 89 n. 57,90, 

112 46 

Hecuba 
99 n . 84 

116-19 62 
Gorgias: 2. IS. 2 76 n. '9,78, 

117-18 13 n. 52, 22n. 15 
836-40 114n.10 Palamedes 

120 61-2 
90n·57 

Hippolytus 30 122 n. 40, 2.28 76 
127-201 47 

645--s 207 n. 83 124 n. 46 2.32 195 
146-'] 61 

Ion 2·42·4 141 n. 105, 194 
163 61 

1417-25 205 n. 73 
Gregory of Nyssa: 

2·55-"1 209 
276--s 10, 32, 49 n. lot, 

Suppiices 
Contra Eunomium 2·77-4 71 n. 3 

60 

194ff. 114n·7 
2.253-4 13 1n·72 2.91. 1 77 

Theogony 

201-13 1111-30, 123 
2·397 179 n. 224 2.154·2 77 144-5 47 n. 97 

203-4 135 n. 86,146 De Opijicio H ominis 2.154·4 77 535-{,16 47 

211-13 130 8. 148d-149a 163 n. 174 2.158.5 77 535-{, 48 

913-15 140 n. 101 
2.164 77 561--<) 152 n. 136 

Troades 
Hanno: 4.23. 2 193 584 55 n. 123, 

6?1-2 119 n. 28 
Periplus 4·24 195 114n·9 

II 195 08 77 n.21 820ff. 152 n. 136 

Eustathius 4. 106 141 n. 105, 193 829-35 51 n. 108 

Commentarii ad Odysseam 
Hellanicus: 4.108.2 194 831 53n·1I4 

ad 3.332 (i, [31) 115 n. II FGrH4 4·109 194 Scholia 

ad 9. 189(i, 331) 6n. 21 F7 1b-c 153n.139 4· 111-17 196 ad Theog. 535 48n.9Il i 
ad 9· 447 (i, 356) 14 n. 54 

4·117 77 n. 21 
Heraclitus: f 

Catmruntarii ad lIiadem 
4·173 195 [Hesiod): 

ad I. 403 
DK22 4. 183.4 14[ n. 105,193 Cataletw ef W_ 

} 

51 n. 110, B30 4· IS. ~ 
53 n. 118 

149 n. 127 193 fr. I. 6-7 48n." 
B32 139 n. 100 •. 196 196 n. 42 -~ 

~ 

~ 



a3. lux Locorum Index LoC01Um 
aI' Hippocrates: 19.404-18 15-16,114 9. 83-4 In. 

adIliod 
o.AJtCient M~dicine 19·407 3 n. 8, 9 n. 34 9. 89 9 2. 81 3-14 

1-17 passim esp. SI n. 110, X51-:l,160 19·418 9 n '34 9.105-553 
53 n. 116 

3 
4-8,11-12, 19.420 15 

ad Iliad 14. 291 
206 n. 77 51 n. IIOt [Hippocrates]: 20·74 52 n. III 9.422 

53 n. 116 20.248-g 4 10. 101 9 ad Iliad 20. 74 SI n. 110, 
ff'EP' ao,pKwJI 

21. 465 9 n. 33 10.103-14 11 n. 43 18 136 n. 88, 
22. 248fT. 10.1I6-z4 11 53 n.1l6 11 

199 n. SI 
22.260--6 11 10.116 In. Homeric Hymns: 
22. 263 12n·47 10.124 1 n. Aphrodite Hippolytus: 
22.346-8 11 10. 136 9 n. 34, 51 n. 107, IlI-I6 54 Refutatio omnium haeresium 23. 205-'] 48 n·99 206n·76 

Apollo 6.8 210n·95 23. 276-84 IS 10.220-2 206n.76 
440-'7 23.409 IS 10.239-40 12, 186n. 12 152n.I37 Hipponax: 23.442-5 IS n. 60 10.239 3 n. 8 Hephaestus 

'."l 
fr. U5 71 n. 3 24. 21 2-13 11 n. 45 10.305 52n. III 1-'] I14n·7 

Odyssey 10·325 7 n .27 Hermes Homer: 
1.22-{) 48 n. 99 H.8 51 n. 107, 39-54 114n·7 Iliad 1. 170 7 n.27 206n.76 92-3 12on·33 1. 250 9 n·34 1. 183 2n.2 12.61 52n. III 108-15 152 1.403 52 n. III 2.88-122 206n·75 12.150 51 n. 107, 

Horace: 1. 423-4 48n.99 2. II6--17 "4n.6 206n·76 
1.5Q0--2 91 n. 62 3. 69-74 12.353 If. 15 Odes 7 2.279-80 51 n. 107 3·302 2n.2 IZ·449 51 n. 107, 1.10.1-) 117 n. 21 2. 594-{)oo 202n.60 5. 61-2 206n·76 206n·76 Satires 2·790-1 51 n. 107 5· 196--9 In., 48 n. 99 '3. 201- 2 9 n ·37 I. 3. 99 If. 117n. 21,1+4 2. 804 2 

5·334-5 51 n.l07 13. 222-3 51n. l 07 
I. 3. 103-4 166n.182, 2. 81 3-14 52 n. III 

5·334 3 n. 8,9 n. 34 14· 43 2n.2 
178n.2:n 2.867 2 6. 120-1 9 n ·36 14. 187 7 n .27 

3· 1-'] 2 6. 125 3n. 8, 9 15. 264 7 n.27 Hyginus: 
3· 125-8 205 n. 72 7. 108-11 206n·75 15·453 2n.2. Fabulae 3·212 206 n. 77 7. 1I0-1 I 1I4n.6 16.161 51 n. 107 143 I17-18, 4· 34-{) II n. 45 7·201-3 48n·99 17· 291-327 16 

ta6 n. 54. 153 4,433-8 2 7.2.°5-{) 13 19. 105 7n.27 277 l24n·48 4·437-8 2n·4 7. 234-5 205 n. 73 19· 175 2 8. 185 15 7.245 57 n. 127, 19·218 205 n. 73 Iamblichus: 13·216 51 n. 107 
206n·76 19. 225-{) 205 n. 73 De Vita Pytll~rica 14·2go-l 52 n. III 8.222 9 n ·33 19· 399-409 8 n. 30 8a 168n.I" 17.426--40 15 8.294 2 19· 545 16 168-9 s8n.l14 18.:U9 3 n. 8 8.552-4 8 24· 298 7 n. 27 18'417-20 Hn.la) 8. 575-{) 9 n. 37 Scholia Inscriptions: 18,419 114 

9·32 57 n. 127, ad lIiad 1. 403 51 n. 110, Meiggs-Lewis 19·400 IS 
206n.76 53 n. 1I6 7(&)· 4 n-3n.u 
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jjJ 

, j 
lsocrates: 2. 10901f. 39 n. 7S Orpheus: 

Qua6ltione, in aa",;,. . :'j 3. 18-24 ~ ~~ ~ A .. ,iJosis 39 n. 75 
DKI 1.20 

250. a6 ! 176 n. 216 "."..-143 n. 107 5· 7 1-2 
BI3 179 n. 225 

,':A 
254 

5· 146-55 39 n. 75 PhilodClllua . ~~ ... ~~. 
"j Nicocles 

5· 925 If. 38 orphic Hymns: DeDeis ~:.: c'~ s-6 142 
5.925-1457 174 

3· 14.6-8 
q~,., 6,143 a8.4 IIsn.13 

2( n. 12 
6 

: ,n 5·933-44 22 n. IS 
De Musica 7 143 n. 107 

S. 1011-28 157 n. 155 orphica Fragments 
iv, p. 105 Panegyricus S. 1014-27 174 

fr. 83 53 n. 119 1170.2, 
28-50 143 n. 110 S. 1022 38,174 

fr. 91 53 n. 119 Philo8tratus: 48 143 n. 107 5. 1028-g0 38, 130 n. 69,174 fr. 292 59 n. 135 Heroicus j'"! 5. 1028-g 176 
33· I lottoo: S. 1028 171 n. 202 Ovid: I24 D·46. 

:,:" FGrH334 5. 1030--40 175 Fast; Vita Apollonii 
176 6. I. 2 (S,D.13 

. -', :' ~ Fa 152 n. 137 5· 1043-55 
5. 663-8 117 n. 21 

'<CC", 5. 1056-g0 175 
Metamorphoses Philoxenus: Jubilees 5. 1091-1104 157 n. 155 
I. 76-215 64 .). 3:28 20 n. 8, 50 n. 103 5. 1105 If. 157 n. 154 
1.76-86 65 

PMG819 17 D.6s I: 12:25--6 20n.8 5. 1161-82 39,130 n. 69 

~ I. ]01-12 22 n. 15 Phoronis: 5· 1390--1404 45 
1.101-18 65 fr. I 6·71--<) 39 n ·75 126n·53 

Lactantius: 
I. 6I1-'747 205 n. 70 " Imtitutiones Divinae 
6.576--<) 204n.69 Photius: Manilius: 6.10.13-14 161 n. 169 
6.609 204n.69 cod. 250 Astronomica 
15· d l'. 65 449a-45Ib !I7-ge Leucippus: I. 66-g8 130 
15·96-102 65 

DK6? I. 85 180n.229 
Pindar: 

I 
A6 167 n. 188 Pausanias: 

Olympian Maximus of Tyre z. 15· 5 126 n. 54 
2.61-'77 Ih,D.4 Lucian: 29·4 210n·95 2.19· 5 126 n. 54 

8. I. 4-5 127n·55 Paean Juppiter Tragoedus 
Moschion: 8.70--1 114D. , ~ 13 197 n. 46 
fr. 6 150-1 Philemon: Pythian i, De Sa/latione 

fr. 96 154 n . 143 12.6 If. 1140.7 ~ 64 197 n. 46 Nonnus: 
Philo: Vera Historia Plato: \ Dionysiaca 
De Conjusione Linguarum i.,: ~ 2.15 46 4·321 204 n .68 Alcibiadesl :f 

26.284 6-8 31 11 od-II ad 148 
., 115 n . 13 

Lucretius: 11 199 lIod-llla 108-9 ~-' 

" rh R,rum Natura Origen: Legum AlIegoriarum Ilia-<: 134 .. 33 
I. 4-+-9 39 n. 75 Contra Celsum a.15 144 n .I11 Cmtyltu I. 81S-29 133 n. 80 

I. 24 25 n. 24, De Opificio Mundi 314d .. 1·9U-lIO 133n.80 171 n. 203 148 25 n.:l6 38Sd-316a 139 .... 2·6.t6-SI 39 n. 75 ISo 25 n, 24 38SH 178 

~ 
.~ 
~ 
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Plato, Cratylus (cont.): 431e 169 n. 194 32za- b x60n. x64 Plutarch: 
.. 

38911 169n.194 434C"""<i 24 n .20 322b-c '4' Antony 
389d-e 169 n. 196 435 c 24n.20 32Zb 138 

27· 3-4 "~ '\ 

3908 169 n. 194 438c 24n.20, lazc 128 193 n.35 

39IC 139 n. 97 II6 n. IS, 324b 137 n. 95 Mo.alia 

39Id-e 168 n. 193 325C-326c '40 356a 
ISI n. 134 

; 
24n. 19,53 

\ 396b 26 n. 29 439c 169 n. 194 327e-3z8a '40 370b 33 
396d 25 n. 22 327e I oS-<) 406b-e 

46n·92 
I 

Euthyphro 
635e-638a ~ ,j 

397b-c 24 n .20 6b-c Republic 161 n. 167 . , 
205 n. 72 738e-f I 

397c-d 169 n. 194,184 369a-372d 29,61-2,125 IZ4n·48 I 
397c II6 n. 15, Laws 

372d-373c 62 
941e 29 I 

168n.193 676a-6803 uS-6 184 
959f-g63f 58n.133 

397d-398c 678d-679C 22 n. 15 45ac 994d-e 58 n. 133 25 n. 22 
522d 123-4 

3993 169n.195 678e-679b 14S-<) 

400d 24n.19, 678e 62n.143 sophist PolJux: 
680b 184n·7 25ge 206 n. 80 5·88 79 n. 26 53 n. 11 5 

z6aa-e 206 
40Ib 1#0. Ill, 713c 22n.15 

169n.194 791e-'792a 83 Theaetetus Polybius: 

404c 169n.194 Lysis 201d-202C 206n.80 I. 67· 3-11 2n·5 

407e-408b II5-16 223a-b 208n.86 206d 198 n. 48 

409d-e 169n.196 Timaeus Porphyry: 
Phaedrus 

4 103 24 n .2I 
267C 223 126 n. 53 De Abstinentia 

4 11b 139 n. 97 
39b 1.4 60n.I37 144n.111, 

274c-d 116n. 17, 124-5 
124 n. 45 

169 n. 194 I. 13-25 58 n: 133 
4I2b 24n.2I Philebus [plato] I. 13 6on.137 
414c-d 169n.195 18aff. ,,6 n. 17 

Axiochus 2.22 58n. 134 
4 16a 24n.2I 18b 125 3· '-'1 58n.133 371c-d 29 n ·42 
4 1Sa-e 169n.I95 Politieus 3· 3. 6 21 n.IO 
41 8b-419b 24 n.20 262c-d 

Epinomis 
3· 4· 5 ZII n.1)6 192 

978c 421C 169n.196 268eff. 126n·52 
124 n. 45 3· 5·4 :loon. 53 

421d 24n. 21, 109n. 2693-274e 22 3. 25 58n. 134 
II8, 184 n. 8 27 I C-272d :U-;J, 62 

Plato Comicus: 4.2. I 63 n. l44 
fr. 204 421 e-422C 169n.195 272b-c 29 n ·41 

114n.lo 

422e-4238 198 2nd-278b 206 Posidonius: 
4243 I69n.194 

Protagoras 
Pliny: fr. 284 2sn.27, 

424b-425b 27,133 n. 80 Naturalis Historia 150n. 131 
424d z8 320C-3238 127-47 passim 

7· 1. 7 191 n. 28 
425d-e 169 n. 196 320d I48 n.122 

7.2.24-5 Proclus: 
137-8 

191 n. 29 
425d 24 n. 20, 28, 116, 

321C 
7· 23 186 n. 11 321d-3223 138 InC ... tytw. 

168 n. 193 
321d U7-8,I33, 

7· 191-209 153 14 _n.61 
42se-426a 24 n. 21, 109 n. 

148 n. 124 
8.107 211 n.96 16 147n.I" 

118, 184 n. 8 
32a8 u8, X34-5, 

1l.27o 89n·56 171 n. 303 
427a-d 167 36.200 148n. 124 169··199 138n.96 I' 
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141 Proclus (cont.): Sophocles: Tauron: 7·4 4+8 . ., Antigone FG,H7 IO 8·5 ';.,/ "i Tlteologia Platonica 4+D.S, 1 
5· .,-8 39 354-6 ·4~ FI 191 n.29 i 

Virgil: I 357-9 145 
i 

6 Telecleides: Eclogues I Prolegonunon Sylloge 355 " 

pp. 24-6 197 n. 47 365-"7 1 147 Amphictyons 4·21-2 64 '1 pp. 269-?0 197 n.47 Nauplius fr. I 30n·45 4· 26-45 22D.15 
fr. 432 124 n. 46, 145 n. 4· 42-5 64 I \ Propertius: 115 Terrullian: Geo'fII'cs .! 

2.34·3.,-8 16n.61 
Palamedes DePallio 1.125-8 22D.15 
fr. 479 145 n. 115 3 206n·79 

Protagorss: 
Philoctetes Vita Aesopi: 

DK80 183-5 
Testament of Judah: G 13 
25: 3 33 n. SS 1-8 A26 139 n ·97 225-35 13 20r 

A27 139 927ff. 7 SS n. 121 12 
Theocritus: A28 139 

936-7 13 16 n. 62 [. [51 Vitruvius: 
Quintilian: Tereus 4·45-6 16 n. 62 

De Architectu,a fr. 595 203 n. 64 5. 102-3 16n.62 10. I. 10 110 
2.1-3 147-8, .55-6 11.3.66 198 Trachiniae I1.19-"79 17 n. 65 
2. I. I Is8-9 11. 3. 85-"7 .96-7 1060 191-2 
2. I. 4-5 l84n.7 Theophrastus: 
2.6-"] 147-8 Qumran fragments: Statius: OnF;,e 
9, praef. 17 Is6n.152 4Q464 frr . 2-3 33 n. 55 Thebaid 1.1 149 n. 129 

I I. 442-3 16 n. 61 Fraglnents Xenophanes: Seneca: 
53 1 58 n. 134 DK21 Epistulae Stesichorus: 582 149 n .130 BI4 So 90·5 25 n. 27 PMG213 122n·38 5848 58 n, 134 BI5 162n.173 90.7-32 150n.131 728-36 149 n. 130 BI8 1180. 25 Strabo: 735 124n.48 

Sextus Empiricus: I. 2.6 46n·92 Xenophon: 
Adversus Mathematicos 14·2.28 2n·7 Thucydides: 

Anabasis 8.275 210n·93 1.5-6 184n.6 
11}6 49, 194n. 38 4· 5· 33 

Pyrrhoniae Hypotypo.es Suda 3·94· 5 
196n·43 {i 229 s. v. S· 4· 34 

1.73 200 n. 53 
{i.KmlA"!v. 78 n. 25,80 n. 31, Tibullus: Hellenica 

Simplicius: 85 n. 42, 93 n. 67 I. 3. 41-6 22 n. IS 2. I. 15 I94 D·39 

M_fGbilia In Aristotelis Categorias Tanhuma Yelamdenu/ Varro: 
1.4 163 C_ntarium 

Midrash Tanhuma Lingua Latina l. 4. I2 l3S1. 143 a. 108 37·18-31 208n.87 Genesis 11 33 n. 55 5· B-1) 25 n. 26 1.4. 14 136 
6·36-8 44 n . 87 a·7· 13 

.., 
6. S6 45 n. 90 4· 3· 7 .. 
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Xenophon. Mmto,abi/ia (cont.): Oeconomicus 
4·3·I1-U 143 3· U-13 207 
4·3·12 115 n. III 7·5 207 
4·4· 19 Ion·40 7. 10 207 

, .. ,. ~ .... 
GENERAL INDEX ,. ~, 

Achilles 11. 15 
Adam 20.21 n. I I. 25 n. 26. 26. 

49-50 n. 103.57.100.101. 
126. 179-80 

Adamic language 21-2.24-6. 
27-8.35.47.53.66.72 n. 8. 
IIO. 138. 173 

Aelian 186. 197 
Aeschylus 120-3 
Aesop 31.55 n. 121.201 

fables 19-20.23 n. 17 
Mrica 73 
African Eve 57 
Agatharchides 187-<) I 
age of Krono. 13. 18 n. 1.22-3. 

25.32.37-8.46-7.58-61 
comic parodies of 23.30-1.41• 

62.64 
agriculture 48. 56. 62. 64. 119. 

120. 124. 146 
Alexarchus 32-3 
Amala and Kamala 96 
Amazons 77 n. 21. 195-6 
Ammonians 194 
Ammonius 199-200 
Anaxagoras 136.137 n. 92. 

146 n. lIS. 162 
Anaximander 148.159 
Androcles and lion 21'-l2 
Androphagoi '93-4 
animal(s) 16.36-7. 119 n. a8. 

136 n. 90.160 
communication 38.172. 18a-3. 

186-7.192• 207.211-12 
domesticated 4. 14.61-5. la4. 

145 
emotions of 37.38.43. I7S 

.'t., 

lack justice 10032.43-9.60 
sounds 3, 15, 34, 38, 43, 45, 49. 

5 I n. 108, 60, 78-.), 84, 
86 n. 43, 88, 109, 135-6, 175. 
186.188.192.193.200 

speak 3,12, '3-'4, 15-16, 
19-21.22-3. 29-]2.36,42-3, 
58-62,207-12 

see also humans 

apes and chimpanzees 43.75.91, 
169 

Aphrodite 54, 62 
Apollo lIS. 152-3 
Aq bar the Great 82, 92-5 
Aquinas. Thomas 50.57 n. 128 
Aratus 63-4. 65 
Archelaus 118 n. 25. 136-7, 

146 n. "S, 160 
Argippaioi 193-4 
Argus, Odysseus' dog 16 
Aristophanes 107.133 D. 80 
Aristotle 36-7,43,49. 104 n. loa, 

134,146• 162 D. 173 
Armenians 196 
Atarantes 193-4 
Athena 6. 114. 117, 177. 30~ 
Athenio 151 
atoms 44-5. 149. 168 D. IS, 

and letters 28 D. 36, 133. 167 
mule 3.9.51. 54n. 1:11.115 
Augustine So. 198 
autochthonous men 46 D. 93. 66-

la6-7 

Babel. Tower of a6, lI.n.". 
118 n ..... Il&' 133. 147 

--

i 
t 



General Index 

babies, speech of 73, 79, 80 n. 30, 
83,85,88,166 

Babrius 19-20,65,66-7 
barbaros and barbarian languages 

2.24.77. 109 n. 118. 169. 184. 
192. 193. 196.z09 

Beck. Cave 89 
bekos 71.78.81.83-90. 10Z. 107 
Bible 2erl. z6. 31.100.131.173 
bi-lingualism 34. 54. 76-7 
Bickerton. Derek 43-4. 172 n. 205 
Blessed. Islands of 19 n. 4. 

29n. 42. 46 
bread 9.61.71 n. 3. 84. 87-8. 90. 

15 1 

Budini 194 
building and language 133-4. 

146-7.159 
Busiris 143 
Brosses. Charles de 45. 173-4 

Callimachus ZI n. 10.31-2 
Calypso 1,48 n. 99. 51 n. 107. 

57 n. 127.206 
cannibalism 9-1 I. 34,49.58-9. 

60. 1I6, 15erl, 154, 193 
Carians Z.76 
Carthaginians 2 n. 5. 195 
chance and language 129. 132, 

IS7. IS8. IS9. 164. 177 
children 

acquire language 38.72.75. 
76-7. 80. 8S-6. 89. 9er2. 96. 
98. loers. 10B-9. 140. 166. 
175 

speech of 79.83.104. I I 1.183. 
z07 

• ee al.o babies; ontogeny and 
phyiogeny; deaf children 

children of the wild 79. 8 1.95-'7. 
101.103-3 

feeal,o Victor of Aveyron 
Chi_ writing 1.7 

Choromandi 191 
Cicero 143-4. 164-5. 166. 175 
Circe 12.51 n. 107.57 n. 127. 

186 n. n. 206 
cities n6. 127. 137. 14erl. 

143 n. 108. 144. 146-7. 151. 
153.188 

see also social communities 
'city of pigs' 29.61-2.125 
civilization 87. II z-8 I passim 

minimal 12S-6, 187 
stages of development 61, II 3, 

119,120,121-2,130 ,137, 

138, 142-3. 145-6. 157. 
158-9, 174, 179-80 

progress towards 18.38.60, 
112-13,118,120,128,138. 
143-4, 14S-6. Iser1, 159. 
177, 187 

classification systems 27-9, 16S. 
166, 185-6 

Cleopatra 193 n. 35 
climate and language 172-3 
clothing 22, 117, 126, 127, 138, 

IS4, 157, 162, 174, 177. 178. 
18S, 187. 188 

Clytemnestra 196 
Columbus, Christopher 19er1 
Comenius. Jan Amos 26-7, z8 n. 

38 
comic parodies, see age of Kronos 
Condillac, Etienne de 40 n. 77. 

87,97-IOS 
convention(s) 

in laws and customs 10, 110, 

137,141- Z 
in naming 8, 13B-9. 141-2, 

163-4,167-'70,200,208 
cooking and cooked food 5,49, 

S7, s9-6o, 83, Iser2. IS4 
see also diet 

Corax Ison. 130, 197 
corocottas 34. 208, 211 

General Index 

Crates 30. 62 
Cratylus 24 n. 20. II6 n. IS. 168, 

173,202-3 
Cratylus 24-6, 27-8, I I S-16, 

133 n. 80, 167-9, 184, 198. 
202,208 

see also Plato 
creoles 43 n. 86, 4S. 17Z n. 20S 

Crete. languages of Z 

Croesus'son 89.2ocrl 
Ctesias 18S-'7,208-10 
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see laws 
Cyclopes 1,4-6.9,13.15, 

47 n ·97 
society of 4-6. 13 
see also Polyphemus 

Cynic lifestyle 60, 153-4 
Cyrus the Great 81 

Daedalus 114 
dance 197-8 
Dante 50,57. 147 
Deacon. Terence 12.9. 174 n. 209 
deaf 

adults 43,176,186.198-200 
children 91-2, 199-201 
in Nicaragua 9Z 

see also Croesus' son; mutes 
deceit 55-'7.64.66-7, II5, 145. 

203-5 
Democritus 149, IS9-60. 167-8 
Descartes. Rene 28-9 
Deucalion I z6-7 
Dicaearchus 62-3 
Diderot, Denis 199 
diet 1,125 
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44.48-9.57-8.65-6.88. 
15 1-2, 187,193-4,211-12 

Dio Chrysostom 52. 16S-6 
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Diodorus Siculus 116-17.136. 

.. 
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Dissoi Logoi 82.98. 102, lo8-to. 
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Dogheads 18S...,. 189.209 

earth 148 

spontaneously produces food 
13. 19.22,30.38.56 6S 

Egyptian(s) 3.70-1.72. ;09. 1.6-
17. 151.156. 159n. 161. 194 

and foreigners 76-07 
hieroglyphics 35 n. 60 

Empedocles 62. 148 
Enlightenment 

anthropology 95-6 
'conjectural' histories 6Qn. z. 

97-105.132 
interest in language <)8-100, 

199 
Epicurus 130-1. 17Cl-4. 1,8.t&o 
Erinyes 15 

Ethiopians 48 n. 99. 193-4 
ethnography 1-2.9-11,33""5. 

184"'95 
etymologies 25-6, 36 n.1i9, 

45 n. 90. 47. 88. II5-16 
Euhemerus 35 n. 60 
Euripides 118-20, 13S n. 86 
Eurytanians 49. 194 
Euthyphro 25 n. 22 
Eve 21 n. 11.57.101.1'79 

see also African EYe 
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first people 68,72,87,99, 108, 
122""7 

see also primordial pair; 
primitive humans and society 

first words, actual 41-2,86--90, 
103. lOS, 129, 138 

Fisheaters 187-<) I 
insensitive? 188-<)1 

Flemish :11. 88 
Formey. Samuel 103. 132 
Frederick II of Hohenstaufen 79. 

82,92-4 

Gan •• Eric 129 
Garden of Eden 20. 21. 26. 

son. 103.67 
Geloni 194 
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genes and languages 73-4 
'Genie' 96 n. 75 
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accompany speech 83,85,90. 
162.202-3 

language of 40.76.91-2.177. 
186-7,196-200.203-4.211 

precede speech 42,97, lOO, 

101,107 n. 112,155,158, 
161-2. '74-5. 186-7. 188-<)1 

universal? 196-7.199 
Girard. Rene 129 
gods 20-1.36-7.39,40.47-<), 

50-1,65,200,210 

Epicurean 39.131,173 
grant arts I '4. I 18-22, 127-8. 

130• 152-3 
grant language 54-5.65,72. 

99-100. "3-22. 13'-2. 168. 
173. 179 

see also humans; language of the 
gods; religion and ritual 

golden age 13, 18-67 passim 
end of 32.46--9.54""7.62,63.66 
u. also age of Krono. 

Gorp, Jan Van (Goropius 
Becanus) 88 

Greek language 2-3,21,24.33, 
52.54.67.77-8.93.109.127, 
142.169.192,194.204, 
208-10 

GregoryofNyssa 131.162-3.179 

Hamann. Johann 40 n. 77 
hands 135-6,162-3. 188n. 17, 

197. 199.204 
see also gestures 

Hanno 195 
Hebrew 

as primordial language 20, 21. 
33. 88.93-4,98 

Hecataeus 71-2 
Hector I 1,15 

Helen 205 
Hephaestus 54-5. '14, 116. 148. 

151• 152,157 
Hera 15. "4. 126 
Heraclitus 139. 149 
Herder, Johann 40 n. 77, 87, 105, 

132 
Hermes 54-5, "4. 115-18• "9. 

120 n. 33.151.152-3,157. 
177-8. 206 n. 79 

Herodotus 201 
on foreign languages 111, 

192-5, 209 
on Psammetichus 68-<),70-2, 

76-7.108 
see also Psammetichus' 

experiment 
Hesiod 10, 18n. 1,32,65,67 

on end of golden age 46-9, 
54""7,61 

Hillel of Verona 94 
Hippocratics 151-2,160,199-200 
Hockett. Charles 183 
holophrases 85-6 
Homer 1-17 
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coins words 180 
diet and food in I, 48 n. 99, 

88 n. 52 
on gods 50-3. 1'4 
hospitality in 6""7 
languages in 1-4,50-3.1'4 
and Muses 51 

homoerectus 43.133.156 
homo habilis 133 
homo sapiens 43. 107 n. 11 2, 133 
Horace '44 
horses I 5-16 
houses and housing 5, 11,72,79, 

114, 117, 119,120,126,127, 

138• '41• 146• 148• 157, 159. 
162.174,177. 184n. 7,185 

see also building and language 
Houyhnhnms 55 n. 124 
humans 

camraderie with animals 12. 14, 
20,30,3 2,34.48,58-60.62, 
64 

camraderie with gods 19.46--9, 
55. 65 

unique characteristics of 8-<), 
10,36,58.88 n. 52.99. 
119 n. 28, 124 n. 45, 128 n. 60, 
135-6,137-8.154.162 

use animals 61-5 
without speech? 189-<)0.191 
see also primitive humans and 

society 

Iambulus 33-5,36 n. 65 
Indian 208-<) 
intelligence and reason 39, 

119-22,127.132,136,137-8, 
143. 146. 149-50. l54n. 143. 
162, 164-5,171 

interpreters 195 
inventions and inventors 

55 n. 123. 112-81 passim, esp. 
1l3, 114.116.117, 121-2, 

~22-'7, 149, 153, ZOI .. 

prImary and leeondaty 123'06 
10 204-5 
Ionian. 136 
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Isis 55 n. 121, 59, 151.201 
Isocrates 142-3 
isolation, social 79-80, 95-'7, 

100-5 
Itard, Jean 86 n. 46. 9'-? 

J ames IV of Scotland 82 n. 36, 88, 
92-4 

Joubert, Laurent 102 
Justice or Virgo 63 

Kempe. Andreas 21 n. 11 
Kronos 22-3, 26, 29, 32, 59 

see also age of Kronos 

Laestrygones 1.9.10-11 
Lactantius 161 
Lamy, Bernard 131 
language 

common 11)-21,42-4, 46, 54. 
58-<),65 

and cognition 12,39,42.84, &" 
99, 105, 111)-20. 130. 132. 
144.146,154,165.186-7, alo 

communicative function 12,23, 

31,34,40.42,82.87.138. 
146,154. 157,159,161.165, 
174-5,179 

corrupted or lost 24-5. 32, 42, 

45. 169 
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and emotions 31. 37-41. 87. 
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188-<) 

in golden age 18-67""" 
aO-I, U-3. :a9. 31, 3<),65-7 

hybrid 194 
innate 71. 74. lb .... r.! ... 

,. , 



General Index 

language (co .. t.): 
andlove 79-80,87,91,93, 

174 
as nomenclature 45,53 n. 117, 

180,201 
non-verbal 185--<)1 
original 21-2,24-5,38-46,57, 

72,75-6,91- 2,102-3,108, 
110-11,123.129,163-4, 

174-5 
perfect or ideal 22, 24-5, 26-<}, 

53-4,55-6 
simple and basic 14,28,29, 

38-46,56,59,66,110,157, 
171-2, 174-5 

versus speech 76, 182-3 
unintelligible 136n. 87,147, 

195 
language of the gods 3,20,21 n. 

12,24-5,28,49-54,55 n. 122, 
63,114,200 

laws 5,6,9, 116 n. 17,126, 137, 
150 ,153,188 

andlanguage 9-10,109-10, 
137,140-5,146,189-90 

and piety 9-10 
Levi-Strauss, Claude 36 n. 66, 

151 

Libe, MMlStroTUm 34 
Libyans 195 
Locke,]ohn 101,184,210 
Lodwick, Francis 35 
Lotus-eaters I. 9 
Lucian 46, 197 
Lucretius 37--<).42,43,45,130-1. 

133,157.161,174-'7,178--<) 
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Mandeville. Bernard de 40 n. 77, 
56.90 n. 59.101,103 n. 101 

Maniliu8 130 
Marr. Nikolai 129 
MMiPCrtuia. Pierre 1ln-3. 13a 

Mekone. separation at 47--<), 54-'7, 
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Mexia, Pedro 98 
milk 81.84,86.88,90,125, 18S 
Monboddo, Lord (J ames Burnett) 

40n. 77, 190n. 22,199 
Moschion 150-1 
'motherese' 80, 109 D. 117 

Muller. Max 75 n. 17, 128 
multitude of languages 2, 21, 34, 

35,54,118, 163-4. 172-3, 
175 n. 211,191• 196 

Muses 51,55n.121,201, 

202 n. 60 
musicandsong 17n. 65,45-6, 

"4 n. 9,116.130.151.188, 
202 n. 60, 206 

mute(s) 80.89.93-5,97,107.110, 
124. 133,147. 186-<}1, 
196-205 

Mycenaean(s) 2 n. 3, 16 n. 62, 
122 n. 39 

myth of races of men 46-7.61-5 
see also Hesiod 

names 6-8, 193 
assigning and coining 28.75, 

100, ,,6-17. 135,138--<),155, 
158--<),163-4.165.176.180 

correctness of 25,138--<),167-8. 

173 
divine 52-3,129. 167 
earliest or first 24. 38. 1I6. 129, 

158--<),168--<),171-2, 184n. 8 
powerof 16-17,53 n. 117,165, 

166,208,211 
see a/so convention(s); onomata 

and rhemata 
namesetter 10.25,115-16,168--<) 
nature as teacher 37, 74 n. 15, 

151,159,164,170-1,176 
necessity 117,121-2.138.151, 

170. 177 
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New World peoples 
described by Europeans 184, 

190-1, 193-5, 196 
Nile. sources of 76 
Nimrod 147 
Nodier. Charles 45 n. 91,173 
nomos and physis 

see conventions; laws 
nomothetes 10. 141 n. 105 
Nostratic 73 
number and numeracy 121, 

122-4,168 n. 192.210 

Odysseus 1,4-10, 12-17.48 n. 99 
linguistic skill 4,7.8,16 

onomata and rhemata 135, 
172 n. 204. 177-8, 199,206 

ontogeny and phylogeny 75-6, 
92.104, 1I0-1I, 166, 175 

origin oflanguage 38-44,54-'7, 
65,75,9 1-2,98- 105,112-81 
passim, esp. 115-17,119,121, 

125,128--<),131- 2,134-'7, 
143-4. 145, 148 , 155, 158--<), 
163-5,168,170-1,174-5, 
177-8 

see a/so language, original 
Orpheus 59, 179 n. 225 
Osiris 59,116,151,157 
Ouranopolis 32-3 
Ovid 64-5,204-5 

Palaeolithic people 130 
Palamedes 122-6 

Pandora 47-8,54-'7,66,114-15, 
206 

Paphlagonians 93 n. 66 
parrots 190. 208-11 
partsofspeech 43,104.133.172 

see also onomata and rh_to 
Pausanias on first men 126-7 
Pelasgus 126-7 
Peleus 15 
Penelope 205-6 

P . ~ 
p~r.um.(8) 33,82. 10<), '93 11." 

aeaclans 8,9.13.48n.99 
Ph.lo 25 n. 24, 31 199 
Philoctetes ' 

and Polyphemus 12-13 
Ph~lodemu. 21 n. 12, 117 
Phdomela 203-6 
philosophers and wise men 

liS, 
29,144, Ison. 131, I~, 
171-2,177 

dancing 197~ 
silent 202-:; 

Philoxenus 44 n. 87 

phone 3, S4n. 121.78, "S, 
186 n. 1I 

Phoroneus 118 n. 24, 126, 153 
Photius 187-<),20<) 
Phrygian(s) 54,68,71 n.:&, 711,?6, 

78,84,87,93 n. 66. ICC), III 

pidgin languages 43~. 45, 92, 
172 n. 20S 

Plato 

on early civilization 22-4, 27, 
41•62,66-7, 125-6, I~ 

on an ideal language :&4'-S, 
27-<),53 

on (first) words 115-16,168-<.1, 
17%-3, 1I06 

see also 'city of pigs'; Crdl)tllrs; 
'Protagoras' 

Pliny 153, 191 
Plutarch 45-6 
poetry 

precedes prose 40, 4~ 
polyglottism 

see multitude of \anauaces 
Polyphemus 4-17 

nameof 8 
ram of 4. 12, 14. 16 
sill&S 17 n. 65 
solitude 6-7. I I-la 
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Poaeidon 5, 13, 17 
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Posidonius 18 n. 4.150 n. 131 
Postel. Guillaume 84 n. 39. 

85 n. 41. 86 n. 45 
primitive humans and society 

4-6.14.18.25.37-8.40.41• 
42-3.59-60.72.75. 112-81 
passim. esp. II8-19. 135. 138. 
143-5. ISO-I. '55. 157. 160. 
164. 165-6 

recurring descriptions of 
,,8-19. 123. '44 n. II3. 
150n. 132. 160 

primordial pair 100-5 
progress 

see civilization 
Prometheus 47-8. 120-2. 127-8. 

148-9.152.153.157 n. 155 
pronouns 43.'04 
Protagoras 125 n. 50. 127 n. 58. 

128.138-9 
·Protagoras·. myth of 108-9. 

127-45 passim. 148-9. 160 
protolanguages 42-5.73.85 n. 43. 

156• 180 
see also language. simple and 

basic 
Psammetichus 

interprets experiment 84. 87. 
109 

scientific 76--<} 
Psammetichus' experiment 

68-1 I I passim 
ancient reactions to J 07-1 I 

assumptions of 72-6.93. 101 
children in 78.81-2.83-6. 

87-8.89""90. 100 n. 88. 162 
cruel 75-6.93. 106 n. II I. 107 
goat.in 78-9.81.85.105.107. 

IIO 
herdsman in 78-81.83.86-7 
iaolation in 71)-80 
and drought experiment. 69. 

81.97-8.100-6 

and modem researchers 6<)-70. 
73-6. 105-6 

purpose of 99 
re-created 69. 92-5. 104 
and tongue less women 80. 

93-5. 107. IIO 
see also bekos 

Pythagoras 58 n. 134.65. 
168 n. 192. 198 

Quintilian IIO. 196-7. 198-9 

religion 138 
invented 126, 144-5 
leads to language? 128-32 

ritual 
see religion 

Rousseau. Jean-Jacques 39 n. 76, 
41- 2.45,68-<),87. 103, 
132n.75. 161. 173 n. 207. 
190n.22 

sacrifice of animals 14-15.48-<). 
15 1 

Sanskrit 45. IIO n. "9. 129 
savages 10, 101, 103, 105, 185-95, 

199 
see also primitive peoples and 

society 
Scyles 77 n. 21 
Scythian(s) 77 n. 21,88. 110, 

193-4. 196 
Secundus 203 
Sesonchosis 93 n. 66 
shipbuilding and navigation 4-5. 

119,120, 124,146 
sign language 92.94.95.182-3. 

196. 198 
see also gestures 

silence 50. 154. 197-8.202-3 
see also mutes 

Simon. Richard 131 
Sintians 2 

General Index 
Sirens 56 n. 127 
Sisyphus 144-5. 160 n. 163 
slaves 30. 183.207-8 
Smith. Adam 103-4 
social communities 4--7,10,11, 

36-7.39 n. 76. 82-3. 14Q-7. 
148• 150-1.157. 158-9.161. 
163. 164-5. 174-5, 189-90 

see also primitive humans and 
society 

Sophocles 145-'7.205 
sounds 38.49.51.75,83.85.101. 

173. 199-200 
articulate 41.43.49, 100. 

134-'7, 155, 158-<). 163. 165. 
166. 176. 180. 186. 188-<). 
199-200.210 

see also animal sounds; aude 
species, different I I, 20, 23, 27, 

.29.44.58•67. 185-6. 
189 n. 19, 2II-12 

speech 
bursting into 89-90. 171.201 
of inanimate objects 19-20. 30. 

32 n. 49, 55 n. 123. "4 
internal vs. spoken 50,210 
underlies other arts 142-4, 

146 
unique to humans 9.36. 58. 

"9n. 28. 124n. 45.135-6, 
137-8• 142• 153.168.179. 
200 

see also diet; language 
statues 32 n. 49. 114.128.130, 

133.134,167 n. 186 
sticks and stones 134 n. 83, 179 
Stoics 25-6.35.60. 117.130.149. 

210 

Stokoe. William 199 n. 49 
Strabo 45-6 
Siissmilch. J ohann Peter 131-2 
supplication 9 I 
Syracusans 197 

Swift. Jonathan 55 ft .1:&4, 
56 n. 125. 134 

syntax 27.43""4.45,57,511,7 .... 
158 n. 159. 166, 180.206 

Tarzan 81 n. 34 
teachers of Ianguage 10,76-? 

96-? 108-<). 134n. 83, 140, 
142.146. 176, 178-<) 

Tereus 203-6 
Thamyris 202 n. 60 
Theophrastus 18n.4,58n.l34. 

'49 
Theuth 11 6. 124-6 
thought experiments 

see Dissoi Logo;; Psammetichua' 
experiment 

ThuCYdides 49. 184. 194 
tongue(s) 33-4.38. 100. lor, lIS, 

135-6,175. 203-.... 208 
Trojans 2.3. 11,54 
twins. language of 85 
Typho 51 n. loS 

universallanguage(s) 10 n. 40, 
2Q-z, 23. 26-<), 31, 34-5.42, 
46•66-1.89.196,11)8.199 

utility and expediency 64. 138, 
141• 159. 160-1,176 

utopias 30. 36, 46 
language(s) in 32-5.66 

Varro 44-5 
vegetarianism 38 

golden age 14-15,22, JO, 44. 

48,57-65 
Vico. Giambattista 39-40..p, 45-

86-1, 128-<) 
Victor of Aveyron 86n. 46.,,..., 
Virgil 64. 65 
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Vitruvius 147-8.155-7.158-9. 
161.166.172.175. 184n. 7 

'vocal grooming' 80 
voice(s) 6.::U n. 10.31-2. SI. 54. 

300. 303-4 

weaving 125.177.178.187.301. 
203-6 

whistled speech 4 
Wilkins. John 26-7,35 
wine 7-8 
Wittgenstein, Ludwig 133-4 
women 

and golden age 18 n. I. 63 
and language 54-7. loon. 88. 

183.203-7.309 
see also deceit. mute(s) 

words 44-5.83-5.133-4. 
158 n.159 

articulated 38, 100, 134-7 

and concepts 39,84.86.91,310 
and objects 25.39,45, 

133 n. 75.134,137,138,158, 
163,165,166,167-8,171"-3, 
180 

see also first words; names 
writing 97,116,121,122,124-5, 

126, 149n. 30,151, 
153 n. 141, 178,204-5 

universal 26n. 31, 27, 35. 89 

Xanthus 15-16, II 4 
xeinia 6-7 
Xenophanes 50, 162 n. 173 
Xenophon 135-6,143,149,162, 

196 ,207 

Zerahiah of Barcelona 94 
Zeus 10,14.31-2,48,52,54,65, 

115,128,141,145,150,152 
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