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PREFACE

TH1s 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 during
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 influence that Greek
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investigations into language have had on lateF thinkers. I'al.sf) cite,
occasionally, recent research on glottogenesis, the acquisition of
language, and the development of civilizanon.m order to measure
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 g 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 soctety 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 2
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 of these books also include the words written in 1893
by the American linguist William Dwight Whitney on the point-
lessness of investigating the origin of language. ‘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, | am well aware that I haveincluded a great deal ‘?f spec-
ulation on what the Greeks may have thought or mter?d.ec.:l in their
rather brief and elliptical remarks on language and .mwhzatxo'n, 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 [ 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.
D.L.G.

Hebrew Umiversity of Jerusalem
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1

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 fI.) 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 lan-
guages spoken by a wide variety of people. Epic heroes who travel to
foreign parts are said to come in contact with men of another (or

' Calypso and Odysseus: Od. 5. 196~9; Lotophagoi: Od. 9. 83— Cyclopes. o& 9
288—93, 297, etc.; Laestrygones: Od. 10. 116, 124. The classic study is thet of Vidal-
Naquet 1996 (orig. pub. 1970). For men as grain- or bread-eaters, see below,
Sect. 3.
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alien) language, dAdofpdovs dvBpdsmous.? The poet also refers to the
different languages spoken by the many peop.les of Crete (Od. 19.
175) and by the various contingents of the Trojan army (I/. 2. 804).
In the Iliad the multilingual Trojan allies who lack one common
speech or tongue and speak a mixture of languages 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 (I1. 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’ (BapBapoddiwwy Il. 2,
867), while the Sintians are ‘wild-spoken’ (Z&7ias dyproddivovs 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.” It is significant that both of these compound adjectives

? Od. 1.183; 3. 302; 14. 43; compare 15. 453.

? 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, 51 and 144—51—while the language of the Achaeans
was Mycenaean Greek.

: ob y&p»miv-rmv Hev Suds Bpdos 088’ ln yipus dAXd yAGog” éuéuixro (I1. 4. 437-8).

See Kirk (1985, 265) ad //. 3. 8—9and compare Hall 1989, 30. Compare Polybius
1. 67. 3—11 on the multilingua) chaos of Carthaginian mercenaries and see Rawson
198¢, 1170-1.

* Thue Hall 1989, 12-13.

) ’ ) S?rabo (14. 2. 28) takes BapBapddewrot to refer to Greeks who spoke harshly, with
indistinct enunciation, rather than speakers of a foreign language.

1. Languages in Homer 3

make use of the word ¢wvi—rather than 0384—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.'® So too Homer normally uses a separate vocabulary to
distinguish between articulate human speech and animal sounds,*
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.'* 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 ¢uwj as a non-human voice or sound, see
e.g. Il 18. 219; Od. 10. 239; for add+ as human speech see e.g. Il. 19. 407; Od. 5. 334;
6. 125 and the further references in Clay 1974. Ford (1992, 172—9) has a further dis-
cussion of the exact meaning of a8, gwwj, oca, &ma, etc. in Homer; see too Leclerc
1993, 41-8, esp. 45 n. 111 on the use of these terms in Hesiod (and Homer).

° 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.

't See Ford 1992, 174-9.

2 Of course, on a certain level, Homer, composing in the Greek of traditional epic,
has no choice but to have his interlocutors speak the same language. Even if he were,
for example, familiar with Egyptian or the language of the gods, he could scarcely
reproduce it for his (uncomprehending) audience ‘and only pedantry wouid protest
at this convention’, Rutherford 1992, 158 (ad Od. 19. 175). Dio Chrysostom (11.
22-3) is, in fact, just such a pedant: he attacks Homer for prevending that he_\ndet»
stands the language of the gods. My point is that Homer nowhere raises the issue of
translating from different languages. See too Pelliccia 1995, 79-80 with . 132.
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i i ing, it has in it many diverse utter-
The tongue of mortal men is a pl:an_t thxng, it .
ances, the field of words is vast in this direction and that. (lliad 20. 248~g)

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 for
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 (Od7is/0d 7i5)
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. .
403-12). Although Polyphemus is unable to see through the
Greel’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. 125-9).'* In
fact, Polyphemus and the other Cyclopes lack most skills—they

" For act_ual, modc;rn-day whistled speech used by several Central and South
American m'bcs, see Crystal 1997, 404. Lateiner 1995, 171-5, esp. 172 n. 8 analyses
Po‘l‘ypsl::mus ;lnn-verbnl behaviour and use of paralinguistics.

e.g. Pl. Laws 680ob—d; Arist, Pol. 1252%22—3 (with Schiit s
compare Strabe 1ot ae g 3 (with Schiitrumpf 1991 ad loc.);

.o
'* Compare Thalmann 199z, 81 on the relation between ships and culture.

3
H
H

e T

N i AN o AN

2. The Cyclopes’ Society 5

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 Odysseus
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 (roiow &’ o007’ dyopai BovAnddpor obre Béurores 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
(fepioreder 8¢ éxaoros maibwv %8’ dAdywv 9. 114-15) in the lawless
world of the Cyclopes.'’

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 (époiTwv dAober dAdos 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 (Odris pe
relver 86Aw o0dé Bingw Od. 9. 408). Instead, the indifferent
Cyclopes, who 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, 410)." They depart, leaving the solitary and misunderstood
Polyphemus to suffer by himself. It is precisely the Cyclopes’

¢ No tilling of soil: 9. 107-11; no cocking: 9. 297; no ship carpenters: . 126~7;
caves: 9. 113—-14. Polyphemus does have a dairy farm of sorts: 9. 244—9.

7 Heubeck (1989, 21, ad Od. g. 114): “The irony is intentional: the Cyclopes do
not recognize any féucores’; compare g. 106 Kuxddymaw . . . repddwy dbepiores.

" Compare Euripides’ Cyclopes: dxove: 3" o0dév otdels ovdevds (Eur. (‘w 120).

12 See Schein 1970 for an analysis of the pun here and compare Austin 1975, IQ&
‘Anyone with the slightest communal sense would have investigated further 10 dis-
cover the true cause of Polyphemos’ pain.’
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indifference, their weak social bonds, which allow Odysseus’
linguistic trickery to work. ] ) )

Both the language skills of the Cyclopes and their social organiza-
tion are undeveloped and there is, it seems, a direct link between
these two factors: the Cyclopes’ elementary social arrangements,
their lack of 2 community, laws, and assemblies, is reflected in their
linguistic abilities. In later Greek anthropological accounts of the
development of civilization, the evolution of language and society
go hand in hand. Sometimes language is said to have been acquired
before the formation of a social community (e.g. Isocrates, Nicocles
6) and sometimes the development of speech goes together with, or
even follows upon, the formation of a community (e.g. Soph.
Antigone 355), but the two are, almost invariably, closely linked.?®
Homer’s depiction of the Cyclopes already points 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 board*'—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 fI.), uttered in
afrightening, deep, and distinctive voice (¢8dyyov . . . Bapivg. 257)*
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

* See below, Ch. 4.

] ¥ dre mep dvf dv domep év merrois (Pol. 1253%6—7); see Kurke 1999, esp. 259-60.
Clay 1983, 126 notes that Eustathius (£ Od. 9. 189) calls Polyphemus more lawless
than the lawless dfeuioraw dfepiardrepos.

1 . ; ; :
Reece 1993, 123-43 is P(_erhaps the fullest discussion of the Cyclops episode as
the reverse or parody of a xeinia or hospitality scene; he surveys both the convention-
a elements and the variations found in this episode.

EE) s . .
' See Ford 1992, 1767 for $6éyyos as meaning the distinctive voice of an individ-
ual in Homer.
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(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 of the vine (9. 357-8), but is unable
to deal with the Greek’s superior wine and becomes intoxicated.**
After drinking the wine, Polyphemus seemingly adheres to the con-
ventional duties of a host, for he wishes to give Odysseus a £efviov, 2
guest gift in return, and consequently asks the Greek his name (9.
356).2° When the Cyclops asks Odysseus for his name, he does so in
exceptionally brief and blunt fashion. He does not use the standard
formula—ris méBev eis dvdpdv; méht Tor moAis H8¢ Toxses;,~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’ (xal pot Tedv otvoua elmé adriva viv 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.

2 Gee Webber 1989, esp. 4 and 8.

5 The wine which Odysseus offered the Cyclops was probably unmixed—see 9.
204-5.

i SSee Clay 1983, 119: ‘The Cyclops follows Homeric etiquette only when
drunk—only to pervert it by offering as his gift to eat Odysseus last.’ Podlecki 1961
discusses the relation between guest gifts and naming.

17 See Od. 1. 170; 10. 325; 14. 187; 15. 264: 19. 105 24. 298 and see Webber
1989, 4.

1 See Webber 1989, 11 and Peradotto 1990, esp. 94-9. 1289, 154-5. 162-3.
Later, when cursing Odysseus, Polyphemus is careful to repeat all of the Greek's
marks of identity—see below.

* Not only an imaginary community which makes use of his fictitious name—we
see Odysseus’ real community of companions when he convenes an agors before
coming to the Cyclopes® land (Od. 9. 171-6); see Clay 1983, 117.
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3. LANGUAGE, DIET, AND LAWS

Odysseus’ stratagem of using an unlikely alias succee.ds bt?cause
Polyphemus has such a poor command of lan.guage. It is Alcinous,
king of the refined and highly civilized Phaeacians, the very obverse,
as it were, of the primitive Polyphemus, who notes that everyone has
aname. 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. Indeed, 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 (Odris/od 7is/un Tis/
piris)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 (uiris; compare Od. 9. 414 s Svop” éfanmdrnoer
&udv xai pires dudpwr).’? 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 (afrov éSovres, ouroddyor,

*® Schofars offer different explanations of the name: IToAd¢nuos can mean ‘much-
talked about’ (i.e. the notorious giant) or ‘he who speaks much’. This second inter-
pretation, ‘speaking much’ or ‘having many utterances’, may well be an ironic com-
ment on the isolation of the uncommunicative Cyclops (Higbie 1993, 12), but it could
refer to the power of Polyphemus’ final utterance or curse against Odysseus. See
Thalmann 1992, 88; and see below. Odysseus is, of course, granted a meaningful
name by his grandfather Autolycus (Od. 14. 399-4009).

’' See Austin 1975, 147 and compare the provocative act of Diodorus Cronus of
Megara, who deliberately gave his slaves ridiculous names; see below, Sect. 5.4.

' Bee Schein 1970, esp. 79-81.
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etc.).*® and they are also characterized as possessors of articulate
speech abdijevres.’** Polyphemus the cannibal fails this test of
humanity on both counts, for he neither resembles a grain-eater
(compare Od. 9. 190—1 098¢ épxer dvdpi ye airoddyw) 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. T'wice, 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’ (3 vd mov dvbpdmav eipi oxedov addnévrwy 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.®

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 (g. 175-6).*7 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 of laws 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

3 0d. 8. 222; 9. 89; compare Il. 21. 465. See e.g. Dierauer 1977, 12 and Baldry
1963, 12.

9"5 Seee.g. Il. 19. 407, 418; Od. 6. 125, 5. 334; 10. 136 etc. See tao Clay 1974, 1305
and Ford 1992, 177-8. Another epithet often assi dtoh in epic, pép .
1. 250 etc.) was wrongly understood by the ancients to mean ‘articulate’'—see Baldry
1965, 204 n. 6; Kirk 1985, 79-80 (ad I/. 1. 250). s See Vidal-‘\h’que‘t 1996, 39-

3 54" ol y’ OBproral re xai dypior 0Ud¢ dixaior, e peAdfewos, xal ofww voos éori Seovds
0d. 6. 120-1.

37 See too Odysseus' arrival at Ithaca (Od. 13. 201—-2) and compare 8. s:,yo;

% dypeov, obre dixas b elddra oire Béueoras Od. 9. 215; see too 189 dfepiores

* Hall 1989, 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-

guage,* an additional, more sophistica'ted layer of rules and con-
ventions, superimposed on the underlying foundation of language,
Later Greek writers ask very similar questions about the origins 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 fora
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 (Erga 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 mg¢mber of the triangle, together with lawless-
ness and cannibalisrt'l:"z}:]l three are features of animals and bestial,
savage people. In later-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

* 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). *' See Havelock 1957, 29.

** Renehan 1981, 254—6 has a valuable discussion of the passage. See too Detienne

1981, esp. 218—!9 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
aking.*’ 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 (6udgpove Buudy 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 (I1.
22. 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
Polyphemus aspires, not in relation to the Greeks or his fellow

4 Roads: Od. 10. 103—4; houses: 10. 111; tOWN! 10. 104, 108: greetings: 10. 82-3;
assemblies: 10. 114: king 10. 110-11.

* The Laestrygones are more, rather than less, civilized than the Cyclopes, pace
Austin 1975, 143; see Jones 188, 92; Thalmann 1992, 77; Clay 1983, 129. .

* See Il. 4. 34-6 and 24. 21213 for similar wishes to eat the flesh of one’s enemy
and see the stimulating discussion in Rawson 1984.

4 See Rawson 1984, 1168; Konstan 1990, 211; Redfield 1994, 191-9-
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Cyclopes, but with regard to his pet ram. Afte.r he is b!inded‘ and
tricked by Odysseus, the Cyclops addresses his favourite animal,
the finest ram of his flock (Od. 9. 446—60). Polyphemus turns to the
ram with a term of endearment, the friendly vocative xpié wémop
‘gentle ram’ (9. 447). (The word ‘gentle’ mémov is usually used in
relation to human beings.) The solitary, wounded figure begins 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’ (¢! 67 Juodpovéors’
morupwriess Te yévowo elmeiv 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 Polyphemus—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 (spodpovéoss), and the ability to express these words ver-
bally aloud, the communicative function of speech (moripwries
yévoio elmeiv). When Circe transforms Odysseus’ men into swine
(Od. 10. 239~40), they retain the first of these two linguistic func-
tions, their human vods, but lose their ability to speak, because their
voices have been changed into the ¢wwi 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. g27 ff.)—

h" Compare the dudppova Bupdv (I1. 22. 263) which Achilles and Hector do not
share.

** See below, Sect. 2.2 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 (& ¢ {ar Onpisw dpeluw 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 (¢idraror ddvnua
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.
g. 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, canr.xibal.ns-
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.
s171f.). Thus there is a pastoral, almost paradisiacal side to thc
Cyclopes’ world and it is in this context that we should view
Polyphemus’ attempt to converse with his favourite ram: 1t 1s,
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. 50—63; Segal 1981, 333-9.

0 For the golden age, see below, Ch. 2.

st Kirk 1970, 165 see too Thalmana 1984, 98 andbzu n 41.

2 Gee Hes. Erga 117-18 and see e.g. Kirk 1970, 164. )

53 See Clay 1983, 125-32 on the links between the Cyclopes n:\d the P‘;ucm
The Giants are a third group who enjoy this privileged relationship with the gods.
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only limited language skills, but they are sufﬁcier.lt to allow him tg
converse with animals (and whistle to them as a signal). Perhaps ip,
the age of Kronos, all—birds, fish, beasts, and men-—spoke a sim-
pler tongue.** L

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 idyilic, 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 idea
of progress from savage beginnings and we find traces of this com-
bination in Polyphemus’ tale.**

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
of 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 Polyphemus 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 animals were not eaten or sacrificed. We shall see that

] * Eustathius (Z Od. ¢. 447) describes Polyphemus’ address to his ram as an
instance of ‘like to like’ (cited by Clay 1983, 120 n. 124). A modern commentator
notes that a question asked by Polyphemus (on the whereabouts of Odysseus’ ship—
0d. 9. 279-80) displays ‘animal cunning’— Jones 1988, 85 (ad loc.). For the simple
language of the age of Kronos, see below, Sect. z.2.

** See below, Sect. 2.1 with n. 4.

g ‘See Austin 1975, 1434, on Polyphemus’ techne within the sphere of dairy
farming.

*" Thue Reece 1993, 143.
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the relationship between men and animals during the golden age
implied the practice of vegetarianism: 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. g. 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 (I1. 19.
400, 420; 8. 185) and Antilochus uses the vocative as well, terming
his horses ‘brave’ (¢épioror 23. 409).°° 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—40; 23. 276-84) and
bow their heads in sorrow for the soon-to-be-dead Achilles (19.
404—6). There is only one instance of these sympathetic horse§ 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 (Jl. 19. 404~17). The imr.nortal horsg
who apparently has never previously spoken to hls‘ mast’er, is
granted a human voice by Hera (addjevra 8’. e 0£f1 /\suxup)e.vos
“Hpy 19. 407). Once he has reminded Achilles of his mc:rtlahty,
Xanthus is then silenced by the Erinyes (Epwies éoxeflov addir 19.
418)—either because these goddesses wish to restore the natural

% For the vegetarianism of the golden age, see below, Sect. 2.4.
% See Vidal-Naquet 1996, 44; Vernant 1989, esp. 166.
@ Compare Menelaus’ words to his horses at 1. 23. 442-5.
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order of things or else because they are.tl'.xe source o_f Xgnthus'
prophetic words, which now end.®' This divine horse with his brief
message is not unlike the eagle in Penelope’s dream who speaks to
the queen in human voice (¢wvij . . . Bporén 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
petween Odysseus and his dog Argus (0Od. 17. 291-327). Poly-
phemus addresses his ram as they are about to be parted; Odysseus
is reunited with his dog after a twenty-year separation. Both the
Cyclops and Odysseus participate in one-way ‘conversations’ with
their pets. If Polyphemus 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

*' For the former explanation, see Edwards 1991, 284~5 (ad 1. 19. 418) and for the
latter, Johnston 1992, esp. 97-8. She notes two other instances of divine 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 11. 442-3; Propertius 2. 34. 37-8).
See 100 Pelliccia 1995, 105-8.

o2 ’ Peradotto 1990, 111-14 demonstrates how the name of Odysseus’ dog Apyos
(‘svy:ﬁ' or ‘bright’) is no mere epithet or generic appellation, but a significant name
_whnch adds both meaning and irony to the episode. Redfield 1994, 19§ notes that dogs
in Homer are, with the exception of Argus, anonymous, while horses can have per-
sonal names. Lonsdale 1990, 23 points out that Mycenaean tablets indicate that cows
and domestic animals were given names in the Bronze Age, 80 that it is not unwar-

ranted to expect Polyphemus to name his ram. See too The
. 0CT. 1. 151; 4. 45-0; 5.
102—3 (for named sheep, cows, and goats). Stk e S
¢ Cf. Thalmann 199z, 88.
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a false, impossible appellation, now supplies his real name in full: he
is Odysseus, sacker of cities, son of Laertes, who lives in Ithaca (g.
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 to man? What
are the implications of a multitude of languages? 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
Greek writers after Homer to these complex questions.

# Brown 1966 discusses ancient belief in the magical power of the name and its
importance for Polyphemus’ curse; see Peradotto 1990, 1401

s T later classical traditions Polyphemus is known for his singing. See e.g. Eur.
Cye. 425-6, 48g—90 (where he sings quite badly); Philoxenus, PMG 819 and Theoar.
11. 1979 (where he skilfully woos Galatea with his 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.' 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.’ 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

' 1 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
women have not yet been created. Baldry 1952 points out that Hesiod was the first to
combine an older tale of the carefree idyltic age of Kronos with the myth of the gold-
en race of men. This period became known as the golden age much later, in the works
of Roman writers from the second half of the 13t cent. BCE onwards, but [ shall use the
two terms, the golden age and the age of Kronos, interchangeably here.

* Gatz 1967 is the fullest discussion of the golden age. See too Lovejoy and Boas
1935, esp. ch. 2; Blundell 1986, ch. 6; Guthrie 1957, ch. 4.

! Seebelow, Ch. 4.

* 8See above, Sect. 1.4. Gatz 1967,

156-61 notes that thi J -
phrastus and Posidonius posit a middle o that thinkers such as Theo

way between the alternatives of descent or
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of language. To anticipate somewhat, those who assume an original
golden age seem to take man’s use of language for granted as part of
the idyllic conditions which were provided at that time by the gods,
while the thinkers who believe that humans gradually progressed
from a primitive, animal-like existence tell of their acquisition of
language as one stage, among many, in mankind’s overall cultural
development. In golden age society speech is present from the very
start, while in 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 a joint 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 (Fab.
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: (1) a primitive,
bestial stage, (2) a perfect golden age, (3) technology and its evils. Here the golden age
is not the earliest period of human history, the original state of man. In other writers
an idyllic age is said to exist in the present day, but far away, in places such as the
blessed islands, as in Pindar, OL. 2. 61—77; see e.g. Dillon 1992, 23-6.

$ Perry 1965, x)vii-lii presents the reasons for dating Babrius to the second haif of
the 1st cent. CE.

¢ This is the gist of Babrius' words. There are two different versions of the twelve
opening lines of Babrius' preface—Papyrus Bouriant no. 1 dated to the 4th cent. c®
and the roth-cent. codex Athous—and the two most recent editions, Perry 1965 and
the 1986 Teubner edition of Luzzatto and La Penna, have rather different texs. The
two lines most important for our purposes (lines 56 Perry; 6=7 Lm .?d La
Penna) are, however, virtually identical in the two versions: éi s o€ xpwols [sec.
yeveiis] kai rd dourd v {diw oy Saplpor elxe xal Adysvs §der. ‘In the t‘.ed the
golden race all the other creatures had an articulate voice and knew words.
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loquacious animals. Babrius invokes wise old A<?sop and his stories
as proof that animals spoke in the golden age.(lmcs 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’ ér¢ ¢arvievra v 74 lda
already in Xenophon (Mem. 2. 7. 13), a passage which pre-dates
extant Aesopic collections.’

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 of long 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 a joint 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
living creatures spoke the same language (as humans): §re v ra {ea Suddwva (fab. 384
Perry = Vita Aesopisch. 133) and ka6’ gy kaipdy v dpdbwra 76 [Ha rois AvBpdmors (fab.
397 Perry = Vita ch. 99) and see further Nagy 1979, 314~16; Perry 1962, 314. Fora
different approach to animal speech in Greek fables, see Pelliccia 1995, 62-3, 68—9.

) * Seee.g. Jubilees 3: 28 with Charles (1902, 27-8)
0 g:nenlly dated to the second half of the 2nd cent.
n. 16,

ad loc.; see too 12: 25-6. Jubilees
BCE—see Rubin 1998, 309 with
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this description is that ideally, in the best of al] possible worlds,
everyone (and everything) should be able to converse together. The
broadest possible speech community, with ful] communication
between gods, men, beasts, and nature, is the optimal situation. Itis
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,” 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.!°

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: 1)
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.'?

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 an Adamic

° Acts of the Apostles 2: 1—4; compare 1 Cor. 14; see the discussion in Baranski
1989, 214.

?" gln tl?e Callimachus fable discussed below, men and animals originally speak the
same language but animals nonetheless have unique voices of their own. Interest-
ingly, Porphyry (De Abst. 3. 3. 6) refers to men of old who understood all the lan-

ages spoken by animals.
g‘;" gForihe deb);tes see Olender 1992, esp. ch. 11 he notes how in 1638 Andress
Kempe satirically has God speaking Swedish, Adam using Danish, and the serpent
tempting Eve in French. See too Eco 1995, chs. 1 and 5; Katz 11?81, 132.

“* Thus Vernant vii in Olender 1992. Compare the suggestion by the poet and
Epicurean philosopher Philodemus that Greek (or something close to it) waa the tan-
guage of the gods (De Deis 3. 14. 68, p. 37 Diels) .

——
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language, 2 lucid and illuminating tongue, unsgrpassed in its capac.
ity to express the very nature or essence of things by mear.ls of its
words?'* A primordial, universal language need not be divine 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
golden age we are told that the earth supplied an abundance of food
of itself, with no labour or effort expended by anyone. This
effortless abundance is what was unique and ideal, while the 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. 271¢~
272d).'* Kronos acts as a shepherd towards humans, who grow
younger, rather than older. No animals were wild or ate one another
(otr’ dypiov v 00dév otiTe dAMjAwv édwdal 271€1) 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 (2772b—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

!? For the salient features of Adamic language see e.g. Steiner 1992, 58~9; Aarsleff
1982, 25-6 and 260—1; Eco 1995, passim.

'* See Eco 1995, 73-4, who notes that the distinction between an original language
and a perfect one is not always kept in mind by ancient or modern thinkers.

'* Spontaneous production of food: Hes. Erga 117-18; Pl. Pol, 271d-272a; Laws
713¢; Virg. Ecl. 4. 26-45; Geor. 1. 125-8; Luc. DRN 5.933-44; Tib. 1. 3. 41-6; Ov.
Met. 1. 101-12; cormpare Pl. Laws 678d—679c and Arat. Phaen. 112-13. See Gale
1994, 165~6 with n. 37. ’

'* For a useful survey of recent discussions of the Politicus myth, see McCabe
1997; see too Blundell 1986, 149~53; Dillon 1992,
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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, th;
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 all-
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 (mvwlavdpevor maps wions $hoews €
TI.VGI, TIS l.’SL’aV 3ﬁvapw é’xOUO’G_ ﬁu@e‘ro’ TL 8'.0/.¢OPOV T(BV t’l')/\mv El:s
owvayvpudy pporiaews 272¢2—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.

Y See Dillon 1992, 2g-30, who thinks that the current tales are a reference to
Aesopian fables, and compare Rowe 1995, 194 (ad 27ac7-d1). McCabe 1997, e,
105-8 has an interesting discussion of the reasons why the age of Zeus in Plato’s syth
is better suited to philosophizing than the age of Kronos.
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Adamic 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.’® We are also told that the first,
that is, earliest, names were of divine origin and this would seem
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. ?® 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 Sge Simone 1998, 171 (on the aim of those who created universal languages):
‘The signified could be “read” in the signifier and in the opposite way, the signifier
would be “dictated” by the signified itself.” Kretzmann 1971, 137: every name would
bear its credentials on its face.

'* Divine language: Crat. 391d2-e3; compare 400d6~g; see Baxter 1992, 112 and
see below, Sect. 3.

** Divine origin of first words:
(Socrates) and contrast 425d. Corru
compare 434c—d and see 435¢ whe
change for the worse.

! Crat. 435e-426s; compare 421d; see also 4108; 412b; 416a.

Crat. 438¢ (Cratylus speaking); see 397b-c
ption of language: e.g. 418b~419b (Socrates);
re Cratylus seems to concede that words can
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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 this
language of the gods is not assigned to the age of Kronos.* Nor 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 do find traces of a theory of a perfect golden age language in
Stoic writers: scholars suggest that Stoic thinkers linked an original
Adamic language with the golden age.?* The Stoics apparently pos-
tulated an original, rational language, conceived by rational man,
with the first words expressing the nature of the things they
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.?® 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.?® Posidonius tells us that wise men were kings in the age of
Kronos,?” 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

22 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 Saysona codia
(396d); subsequently Socrates links Saipoves, said to be members of the golden race,
with wise men ($pdvipoi rai Saipoves 397d-398¢). .

3 See Frede 1978, 68— with notes on 75; Blank 1982, 21—2 with notes on 77;
Sluiter 1990, 18—22 and 209. , A ,

** See Origen, Contra Celsum 1. 24 (= SVF ii. 146): $ioer pusovucvow Toiv wpebree
dwviv Td mpdypara (xal’ dv té dvépara) and Philo, De Opif. MWI 150 (rational
words and rational man). Philo is thought to be Bi;lﬂ\;enc;d by Stoic thought here—
see Sluiter 1990, 19—20 with n. 72 and compare Blank 1982, 77n. 2. .

s Corrup?ion o(f’:nen: Diog. Laert. 7. 89; see too SV'F iii. 228-36 and see Shaiver
1990, 19—20.

?‘ B(?th these points are speculative; see Blank 1982, 7705 and Frede un&‘,ad
75 n. 17, who cites Philo, De Opif. Mundi 148; Quaest. in Gen. 1. :o;‘Vm Lingwa
Latina 5. 8—9. The first two texts refer to the biblical Adam as wise king and newe-
giver, while Varro’s roval namegiver is a rex Latimus.

¥’ Seneca, Ep. 9o. § = fr. 284 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.*®

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.*® 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

** The idea that etymologies will lead to essences is found in the very word ‘ety-
mology’ éruos Adyos i.e. true word (or account); the term was apparently coined by
the 3rd-cent. BCE Stoic philosopher, Chrysippus. For the use of etymologies by early
Greek thinkers, see Sluiter 1997, 155—63; Kraus 1987.

** xdpov . . . onpaiver . . . 76 xallapdy abrod xai dxijparov Toii voo Crat. 396b. See
_antgr 1992, ch. 4 and Barney 1998 on the etymologies of the Cratylus; Sedley 1998
18 an interesting attempt to take these etymologies seriously. For the Stoics, see the
cautionary comments in Long and Sediey 1987, i. 195; see too Sluiter 1997, 155-63;
Amsler 198¢.

*® See e.g. Eco 1995, passim.

& _See Slaughter 1982, passim; Knowlson 1975, appendix B, 224~32 has a compre-
hensive list of 17th- and 18th-cent. schemes of universal writing and language.

Robins 1990, 126~30; Aarsleff 1982, 260~1; Simone 1998, 170~6 all have brief
surveys.

1. The Nature of Language in the Golden Age 27

janguage which would be both universally intelligible and philo-

sophical, ‘a language absolutely new, absgolutely easy, absolutely

rational, in brief a Pansophic language, the universal carrier of

Light’, as Comenius put it.*? Some of these philosophical languages

were based on 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 symbols could, 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
pature, or of reality, or of scientific knowledge and included a con-
ceptual classification of the things the language was used to talk
about.’* 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 (424b—
425b), 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, F'ia Lucis as quoted by Bennett and Mandelbrote 1998, 108. The
Via Lucis was published in 1668, but written some z decades carlier.

3* See Simone 1998, 15, 157, and 217 n. 21; Harris and Tayloe 1997, 115.

* Knowlson 1973, ch. 3; Slaughter 1982, 126,

* Slaughter 1982, passim; further refs. in Simone 1998, 219 0. 45-
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denominates, could be constructed. (Perhaps Socxjat.es is outlining
the principles according to which he believed the divine language of
the gods was assembled: human beings could then attempt to
retrace the process and arrive at a perfect language.) This ideal lan-
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 (kard v Spowdryra 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
{425d), 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.?®
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 philosophical lan-
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

¢ The text here, Crat. 424d, is difficult. For a discussion of the whole passage, see
Baxter 1992, 76-8, 171-2; Kretzmann 1971, 137; Gentinetta 1961, 60—7. 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 see further below, Sect. 4.5 with n. 188,

*” On taxonomy in the Cratylus, see Kretzmann 1971, 128 and compare Baxter
1993, 40-1 with n. 43; see too Crat. 388b—c.

'f See Baxter 1992, 652 for a discussion of the model language of the Cratylus
against the background of language speculation in the 17th and 18th centuries, par-
ticularly the ideal language of Comenius.
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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 France
‘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.

Proclus 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 (xat Tods voepods Spémovrar kapmovs).*! Plutarch, in
similar fashion, has the inhabitants of the island of Kronos spend
their time in philosophical conversation (mepi Adyous Twas del xai
$hogopiav SiarpiBovor De Facie 941¢€) and we find parallel descrip-~
tions of various cultural activities pursued by men in another idyllic
time, the afterlife.*? Yet it is possible that the golden race, which was
not privy to many of the refinements of civilization, was not guite 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 (369a—372d). Golden age creatures could have been cultur-
ally limited beings who used the gift of a universal language for
simple and rather mindless purposes.

9 Gee Descartes’s letter of 1629 to Mersenne in Kenny 1970, 3-6; see too Eco
1995, 216-18; Slaughter 1982, 126—9.

* Aarsleff 1982, 261.

* Compare ?lowe 1995, 193 (ad Pol. 272b8~cs), who also th}nks}hn &esegdh
age men could have learned something philosophical from their animal friends.

4 See [P1.] Aviochus 3710—d; Aristotle fr. 58 Rose and the further references in
Gatz 1967, 188—g. In the Politics (1334"28-34) Aristotle points out that
as the inhabitants of the [slands of the Blessed—who possess every good have :-d spe-
cial need for philosophy (and justice and temperance). See oo Dillon 1992, 30and 3§
n.18.
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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 stre.ss 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 of food 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 (€7pia) 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 Telecleides,
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 indolence and opulence. It seems likely that Plato was

‘' Athenaeus 6. 267 ff. is the chief source for these comic fragments. See too the

refs. collected by Gatz 1967, 116-21 and see Lovejoy and Boas 1935, 38—41 and
Blundell 1986, 155-6.

** Seetoo frr. 16-17 K.~A. See Baldry 1953, esp. 53—4 and below, Sect. 4.

** Telecleides’ Augucrioves fr. 1 K.-A see esp. II. 4-5, 13. This comic scenario of
a ﬂov_v of food asking to be consumed is not restricted to portrayals of the golden age
and i# found in two related utopian or fantastic situations, the world below of

El::aim'an mysteries and depictions of life in the lap of Persian luxury; see Gatz 1967,
11622,
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influenced by these comic distortions and caricatures when he imag-
ines golden age men and animals talking over food and drink (above,
text near 1. 17).

We find two accounts of speaking animals in later Greek authors,
The Jewish writer Philo (De Confusione Linguarym 6~8), recounts a
tale told by fashioners of myth (npés pvbomaorgy 6) of a common
language spoken long ago by the creatures of land, sea, and air. The
animals’ possession of a joint language led to 3 communication of
their experiences, good and bad, and to a community of feeling, a
sharing of their various joys and sorrows.*¢ Here then, a universa]
language among animals, used to communicate feelings and experi-
ences, leads to communal accord and harmony: a common language
in the golden age would serve a similar function, uniting an even
wider community of gods, men, and animals, Philo then relates that
the animals eventually suffered from a surfeit of blessings and began
to make unreasonable demands, asking to be granted immortality.
They were then punished by having 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-

* Philo, De Confusione Linguarum 7: vds e yap 7dovds xai dndies dMjecs
dvagépovra Sid rod dpoddvou owidero xal ovvandilero.

* Callimachus, Iambus 2 fr. 192 Pfeiffer. The text of the fragment is based mainly
on the lacunose P Oxy. 1011; the first 3 lines are also quoted by other writers. The
content of Callimachus' iambic poem can be supplemented by the diyyyoes, &
Papyrus summary outline of the Hellenistic writer's poems (Dieg. 6. 22—32). See
Perry 1965, 505-6 and 1962, 312~14. Kerkhecker 1999, 49-63 is a recent, compre-
hensive discussion of the poem. Note his comment on the paradoxical qualma(?f the
tale (58): ‘Zeus takes away from the animals what man already owns—i he gxf‘( of
speech; and he transfers to mankind what the animals still possess—their voices. )

** Perry 1962, 314, notes that the fable is not attributed to Aesop elsefwhene. but it
is fitting that Aesop, who so frequently narrates the conversations of animals sh?nld
explain how their language disappeared. Philo is scquainted with the Hebrew Bible,
while Callimachus, it seems safe to say, is not.
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ing that the god’s rule is unjust and asking fora rc?lease from old age
(as in Philo). The god then takes away the animals’ speech and
bestows it upon men. Presumably these animals 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
(movAduvdor xai Addor). 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 (Evrga 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 (Odpavidar). Alexarchus was said to be
learned (ypapuaricds)*® and he introduced several idiosyncratic

** Elsewhere in his writings Callimachus includes other unusual speakers: talking
statues, unborn infants, trees, and crows—see frr. 1 14, 199, Del. 869, 189—go and
the further references in Peliiccia 1995, 72—-3 with n. 118. '

™ Clement, Protrepticus 4. 54.
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expressions (Bradérovs iblas elofreyxer), such as calling a barber a
¢mortal shaver’ (Bporoxépns). Athenaeus, our source for this last
statement, reproduces a letter written by Alexarchus, an unintelli-
gible document written in what seems 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-
jan 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.®® 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.
Tambulus, whose lost work is summarized by Diodorus Siculus (2.
35-60), provides a vivid description of a utopian community which
he allegedly visited.*® 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

51 Athen. 3. 98d~f. Heracleides of Lembus is his source.

52 Gee Tarn 1948, ii. 429—34 for Alexarchus the universalist. Baldry 1965, 124—5
and Ferguson 1975, 108~10 are more sceptical. )

5 &a Biov kai piav modirelay Grfpdmwy paxapioy xai SpoyAdoowy dwérraw yevéobou
DeIs. et Osir. 370b. ) "

* Thus Griffiths (1970, 479—80), who thinks that this1sa Babylonian tradition.

55 See the Qumran fragments 4Qq064 frr. 2-3; Testament of Yudah 25: 3 (p. Z‘,i}::
Jonge); Tanhuma Y elamdenu/Midrash Tanhuma Genesis 11 (p- 28 Buber). See
and Stone (1995). 218-21; Rubin 1998, 310-11 and the further sources there. -

% It is difficult to assign lambulus an exact date, and estimates range from
early 3rd to mid- 18t cent. BCE—see e.g. Baldry 1965, 124 and Ferguson 1975. 1349

|
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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,®” 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 (rowtdwrdrovs adrovs elvar Tails pwvais o pévoy
wéoay dvfpwrlivmy ral dmpbpwpérmy duddektov pipovpévovs, dAXA xai
Tds Tév Spréwy modvdwrias ral kalBélov maoav fxov (BiéTyTa Mpoleohas
2. §6. 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 lambulus’ time, and not in a golden age in the past, they cannot,
by definition, speak a universal language. lambulus 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 all 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. It 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 (1. 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.*®

*” See Dubuisson 1983.

** This is according to the reading found in some MSS at 2. 56. 4 rd peév riis drots
?Mﬂ (the apertures of hearing, i.e. ears), rather than 1fis pwds (the nose, i.e. nos-
trils). ** See Rohde 1914, 246~7 1. 2.
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We are told that lambulus’ islanders are interested in all branches
of learning, 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.®® 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
JTambulus’ 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 hienglz'phics used 3_:2 Eul\emeﬂn3
utopia (Diod. 5. 46. 7) and see Ferguson 1975, 126; Rohde 1914, 252-6 0. 3.

¢ Lodwick: Eco 1995, 260-3; Slaughter 1982, 118-19; Bennett and Mandulblutl paiey
1098, 111-13. Wilkins: Eco 1095, 242-5; Bennett and Mandelbrote 1998,
Harris and Taylor 1997, ch. 9.

¢ See Cornelius 1965; Pons 1979.

** See Baldry 1965, 151—2; Ferguson 1975, a1. 4
Phoenician by his contemporaries and Galen criticised the
Chrysippus of Soli; see Hovdhaugen 1982, 48.

111-21. Zeno of Citium was celted 2
Greek writtem by
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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®*—which

** See Lovejoy and Boas 1933, g—11 for the terms ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ primitivism.

** Blundell 1986, 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.

** See the interesting remarks of Leach 1969, 310-11 on Lévi-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
bumanity of man, the contrast between culture and nature’. In a golden age there is,
it seemns, no sharp division between nature and culture.

7 6 dvlBpwmos dloer moiricd Lgov, xai & dmodes Sid $bow kai 0b Sid Uy fror paiAds
orw, § kpeirrav 5§ dvfpwmos (Pol. 1253°2—4).

** See 6 8¢ py Svvdpevos « iv 7 unev
@ore 1) fnpiov 1 Beés (Pol. 1253'27-9).

** For speech as the distinguishing characteristic of man in Aristotle see e.g. Rhet.
1358°1-2; De int. 16*28—g; Poet. 1456°24; Hist. An. 535'27 . and see Clark 1975,
2375, 37*5. 101-2. Other Greek writers, from Homer onwards, also saw language as
man's unique possession—see the discussion and references in Renehan 1981;
Pelliccia 1995, 25-6, 62, and passim; Dierauer 1977, 12, 32—4, 125-8, 234-6, 268—70.
Nm too yhc series of ancient etymologies (collected by Dickerman 1909, 2§ n. 1)
which derive the very word dvpwrmos from the faculty of articulate speech, e.g. Etym.
Magn. s.v. &vbpwnos: mapa +5 &vapbpoy éyew vy dma, rovréar. v by,

. 5’ adrd say . Y
m o’ avrdprear otBév pépos mérews
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enables men to form households and civic communities. Nature

which does nothing in vain (0d0év yap . . . pdrmw 5 dbous moser 1 253'9),
endowed men with speech, Aristotle argues, so as to allow then;
to indicate what is just and unjust, good and bad. The sharing
(xowawia) of these moral judgements, expressed through language,
Jeads 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: Lucretius, Vico, 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 descrip-
tion to be found in a classical text, is that furnished by the Epicurean
poet Lucretius. Lucretius does not believe in an wdvllic ag.e.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 the De Rerum
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Natura (5. 925 ff.) bears a certain resemblance to goldep age human
beings. Both groups, for example, are vegetarian, with the earth
spontaneously providing their food, and both groups lack any kind
of family life. Indeed, many features in Lucretius’ account of the
development of human civilization are a direct response to golden
age myths, with the poet-philosopher both rationalizing and react-
ing against these tales of the age of Kronos.™

When discussing the origin of language, Lucretius argues that
man learns language instinctively or naturally: he compares a child
learning to speak to a calf growing horns, a whelp growing claws,
and a bird learning to use his wings. Just as animals 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.”' 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. 1022).”> 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 (1088; compare 1059),
that is, inarticulate,” 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.™ 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,

™ Gale 1994, 156~82 has a detailed analysis of Lucretius’ account of early man in

DRN5.925ff.asa rationalization, dismissal or ‘debunking’ of tales of the golden age;
see too Blundell 1986, 191.

n DBN 5. 1028~90; esp. 1028-40, 1057-61. See Bailey’s very useful commentary
(1947, 1i1. 1486-97) on the entire passage and Snyder 1980, ch. 1.

" The subject of this line is primitive men, not children—see Snyder 1980, 19and
Konstan 1973, 44-5 versus Bailey 1947, 1485.

” ‘Unable to frame words’, Bailey 1947, 1494 (ad 5.1059).

™ Bee Lucretius, DRN 5. 1056-61, 1087—90 versus 10289 and compare the dis-
cussions in Snyder 1980, 19-20; Konstan 1973, 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 Vico 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 philosophers
suggested that man’s original tongue was a language of emotions
because they did not see how earliest man, at the very beginnings of
society, could have developed a rational language, a language of
thought and reason, without already possessing language. We need,
they argued, words in order to refer to concepts, and concepts in
order to form words.” Classical writers, when describing early
language in the age of Kronos—rather than the first tongue of primi-
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 anything 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 of man was a
poetic and passionate tongue, expressive rather than utilitarian, and

** See DRN 1. 44—9 = 2. 646-51; 2. 1090ff.; 3. 18-24; 5. 146-55: 6. 719 mdﬁn
sources on Epicurean accounts of the gods i{,\ |Lt'mgsand Sedley 1987, i. 139-44: .
143-54. See too Nussbaum 1994, 251—9 and below, Sect. 4.5. )

‘?’ ‘Ellthus Rousseau, Dr‘srou?xg‘tm tshr Origin of lnequalit,\i H (=M§m 1964, l“a:i
Starobinski 1964, 147). Rousseau raises a similar problem in rela_non t0 hngl:.ge =
society: early man can have no language because }_le has no society and can “-d
society because he has no language. See Starobinski 1988, 308-9 with 40a-3n. 17
below, Sect. 4.5.
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meant to convey feelings.”” 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.”® 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 of man.” 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 18th- and 19th-cent. figures who discussed the origin of
lang}sage and saw the first language as a poetic tongue meant to express emotions. A
partial list would include Bernard de Mandeville, Thomas Blackwell, William
Warburton, Etienne de Condillac, Lord Monboddo (James Burnett), James Harris,
Johann Hamann, and Johann Herder. See Stam 1976, passim, and the brief survey of
Se::ren 1998, 7{)—94 Abrams 1953, 78-82, has an illuminating discussion.

At one point (New Science 446) Vico inconsistently claims that the three ages
were simultaneous, rather than consecutive—see Stam 1976, 16 and Simone 1998,
193.—4,. Mur‘sh 1999 is a recent translation of La Scienza Nuova.

See Vico, New Science, sections 32, 34, 224-31, 401, 431-2, 4469, 456, 460-1;
compare 161. Qomp-re Stam 1976, o-19, who discusses the background and
difficulties of Vico's analysis of the origin of language and see Berlin 1976, 42-52 .
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Rousseau
Rousseau is probably the most influential modern figure to espouse
an original poetic tongue.*® In his 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.
10-11). 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.

1f the common speech in the golden age was a language of emo-
tions, the feelings expressed were probably gentle and amic‘able
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 1988, 30422 with notes on 402—4 (‘Rousseau and the Onigm of
Languages’) is an excellent discussion (8)f Ro;sss_’e?u and primeval langusge. Sec w0
w:)'kl,le:nlng-fl):é; \?;3 ;l‘o.tu3 ssi‘a: “: ?5527:; l%:g‘ine de:s; langwes o il est pavid de e médodve

et de I'imitation musicale was published posthumously in 1781, but written several
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 of lan-
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.

Prinitive 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 1s rather different.** 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 very interesting articie by Trabant 1996.

» ) .
* For an attempt to reconcile the divergent accounts of the Discourse and the
Esay, see the references cited above, n. 8o.

* Masters 1964, 145 (= Starobinski 1964, 167).
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the capabilities of beasts. Thus when men and animals speak the
same language in 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 is
divided into two tiers. 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.® Yeta
third difference is the more limited form and syntax of animal lan-
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

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

* See Bickerton 19go, 144—5. For an attempt to argue that the gap between proto-
language and full-fiedged speech, or in Bickerton's terms the gap between pidgin and
creole is not so great see Sampson 1997 and Szathmiry 1996. Compare o Steklis
1988, who attempts to narrow the gap between human speech and lhe'hwcf
chimpanzees. He argues that chimpanzees’ calls convey more than their emotional
state and include information about the sender’s sex etc.
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which was simple and primitive enough—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

*" Varro, Lingua Latina 6. 36-8; 7. 4; 8. 5. See Blank 1982, 21; Frede 1978, esp. 69;
Harris and Taylor 1997, 47-59, esp. 56-9. Compare too the 1st-cent. CE grammarian

Philoxenus, who wrote of monosyllabic verbs (mepi wovoouArdBuw pnudrwv) from

Whid;fall other nouns and verbs were derived. See too Augustine De Dialectica 6 and
10. 9ff.
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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.*®

Poetry

According to thinkers such as Vico and Rousseau, man’s first lan-
guage was poetic, as well as primitive. Vico and Rousseau accept
Lucretius’ view of language as natural, spontaneous, and emotion-
al, but add the claim that the first articulate form of speech was
poetry.”* Lucretius himself sees poetry as one of the later develop-
ments of civilization. He has an idyllic description of rustics amus-
ing themselves by talking and joking, playing clumsy music and
dancing. The rustics learn the ‘language’ of music (and perhaps
poetry) from animals and their sounds (DRN 5. 1390-1404). 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

# See above, n. 26. See too Taylor 1975, 24—32 on Varro’s careful distinction
between impositio and declinatio. )

% Tyaité de la formation mécanique des langues (1765); see Simone 1998, 213; Stam
1976, 27-8. )

9;7“ At7 times, Varro goes beyond words to syntax when speakmg of language. He
argues that animals lack syntax and claims erroneougly that the Latin worﬂ for spgak-
ing logui is connected to locus a place and implies be:;g able to put words in the night

N ineua Latina 6. 56; see Sorabji 1993, 81. ) .
pl?”':el\/}]ear::i‘;,nlg}':fuld also be nfade of the 19th-cent. thinker C hmjles Nodter, whoin
his Notions élémentaires de linguistique (1834), similarb assigned llvelu.ussb:f‘;xpres-
sion and picturesque imagery to early language, which he saw as m&m po(:‘
i.e. having few words, and naturally poetic. See Genette 1995, 138-9 with notes

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 ip
poetry, rather than prose.” There is no extant description in clags;.
cal literature 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 worlq
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. 15). 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 (&5 Sudfer yeydao Beol Bvnrol 7’ dvBpwmoe Erga
108)% and lived like gods (dore feoi 8’ élwov Erga 112), 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}e»Pyth. Orac. 406b—e; Strabo 1. 2. 6. See Abrams 1953, 79.
For t?m interpretation of £rga 108 see West (1978, 178) ad loc.; Pucci 1977, 88,
takes the line to mean that men and gods emerged whole from the same place, pre-

'“_"‘_‘NY fhf earth, but notes (117-18 n. 14) that other scholars understand that ‘the
original life 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; Theogony
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 go—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.* 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.®’ 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 further bibliography
there for detailed discussion of the myth of the five ages/metals. s inthe

% The men of the silver and heroic ages are, however, granted blessed lives in
next world.

* See Pucci 1977, 84-5 and 116 n, 4; see too Blundell 1986, 13844 and the further
references there.

" See e.g. the explanation of the Cyclopes' name (Theog. xwk:ﬁuymhcy
which is not found in Homer, and see further Leclerc 1993, 1501, 37:
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of some kind between men and gods at Mekone (see xal ydp &’
éxpivovro Beol Byyroi 1’ dvBpwmor Mu«dvy 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 mortalg’
joint feasts with the deities—are gone.*® 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,'® 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.'®’

** See for the following paragraph Vernant 19804; 1980#; Detienne 1981; Pucci
1977, 82 1. See too Zad Hes. Theog. 535 éxpivero i Beds xal { dvbpamos év 1) Muxdivg
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.

" For men and gods dining together—in a general atmosphere of intimacy—see
the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (fr. 1. 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 Prometheus 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
pgople, isolated from ordinary mortals who feast with the gods: the Ethiopians both
dm_e with the deities and offer them animals (1L 1. 423-4; 23. 205—7; Od. 1. 22-6),
while the Phaeacians are joined by the gods at their feast when they sacrifice
hecatombs (Od. 7. z01-3). When Calypso and Odysseus dine together on different
food (Qd. §- 196-9) their joint meal only points to the vast differences between them.
Se“:,V‘:‘dal-Nacque! 1996, 49-50 with n. 78; Dillon 1992, 24~5; Nagy 1979, 213-18.

- or golden age vegetarianism, see below, Sect. 4.
The word 8als, normally used only of human meals or sacrifices and meals for
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The post-Mekone practice 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. Just 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 only
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 (dyvwordraror 8¢ yAdiocoay xal duoddyor
eloiv ws Aéyovrar 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,'°? 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.'®’

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 one hand,
and animals, on the other. 1f Homeric men normally do not dine with the gods, thr.'y
certainly do not eat with animals either. Feasting and justice, dais and ddae associate
men with the gods and distinguish them from animals: the absence of ethical rules in
the world of beasts is linked to their dietary habits (see Hes. Erga 276-8). See too Said
1979, esp. 17-18; Rundin 1996, esp. 188—9; Detienne 1981, esp. 218-19; Renchan
1981, 254—6.

19 See Detienne 1081, 219; Rawson 1984; and below, Sect. 4. ]

3 It is worth comparing here the account found in the book of Jubilees, » work
dating to the second half of the and cent. Bcx (above n. 8) which supplements the

i
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language of the gods after Mekone? What \yould be thg linguistic
equivalent of the god’s diet of savour and spices, afnbros.la and nec.
tar? Such a divine language should perhaps be a silent, incorporea]
language without words, if it is to be a form of speech comparable or
parallel 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.'® There is also the rarefied silent language of
angels of scholastic theology, as outlined by thinkers such ag
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 signo locutionis indiguisse videntur).'® 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 (A’ of Bporol
Boxéovoe yewdobai Beods, v operépny 8’ éobiTa éxew dwwiy Te déuas
re DK 21 B14). 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, aftter he is expelled from Eden. After leaving paradise, Adam immediately
offers spices or incense (but not meat!) as a sacrifice (Jubilees 3: 28).

*** Aug. De Trinitate 15. 15. 20; see too Sermones 180. 7. 7 and the further refer-
ences and discussion in Kirwan 1994, 208-10.

""’ See Aquinas, Swumma Theologica r.107 esp. art. 1 and 4; Quaestiones
pnlpytataz.' De Veritate qu. g art. 4: dicitur angelus unus alteri loqui, manifestando €i
interiorem mentis conceptum), Dante, De Vulgari Eloquentia 1. 2. 1-3; 1. 3. 1. [t s
interesting to note how closely DVE 1. 2. 1—2 echoes the Aristotle Politics passage.
Bee to Chrétien 1979 and Barahski 1989, esp. 210 and 217.

3. Hesiod, Homer, and the Golden Age (1]

on human form (3épas) and voice or speech (a084).'% Sometimes the
gods take on the appearance and voice of a specific human being
familiar to the person being visited, and sometimes they adopta;
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.”®” Homer also uses a
special vocabulary—words such as §ooa (voice), 8égms (divine), and
feoméaros (spoken by a god)—to depict divine voices and speech,
referring both to the distinctive sound of the gods’ voices and the
unique capacities of their speech.'*® 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 Iligd
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 special lan-
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.'**

1% See Clay 1974, esp. 129 n. 1, 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.

197 See Od. 16. 161 0¥ ydp mws mdvreoat feol aivovrar évapyeis and compare e.g. Il.
2. 790-1; 13. 216; 2. 279-80; Od. 13. 2223 and the further references collected by
Garvie 1994, 87 on Od. 6. 20-49. In the Odyssey both Circe and Calypso are termed
dread goddesses of human speech dews) feds asdrjeooa (Circe: Od. 10.136=11. 8= 12.
150; Calypso: Od. 12. 449) and these minor goddesses who live on earth apparently
censpeak in a human way; compare Od. 5. 334~5. See Clay 1974, 133; Ford 1992, 128
and compare Nagler 1996.

191 See Ford 1992, 180—97 for an analysis of these terms in Homer and see Leclerc
1993, 41-8. Ford also discusses the powerful voices of the gods, and the anomalous,
multiple voices of the monster Typho, described by Hesiod ( Theag. 829-35). 'I‘ypho.
in addition to speaking the language of the gods, makes the sounds of 2 buﬂ: slion,a
dog, etc. 190 See above, Sect. 1.1 with o 13,

19 Homer raised by Muses: ZbT ad I/. 1. 403: dis povoorpadts xod n‘s' waps feois
nioraras Adgeis; Zb ad 1. 2. 813-14 s povoorpags olde Tiv roiw feaw &d-xn.v. sce
too Eustathius on /1. 1. 403. Inspired by them: 2T ad Il 14.291 o&&‘v.-‘h-:nxiw
Movoiv karamvéopevos. Learned from them: Z'Tad [l 20. 74 waps Movosw rodre olien.
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In the eyes of the scholiasts, then, Homer’s knowledge of the Jan-
guage of the gods is a reflection of t}.le poet’s status', stressing hig
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 (3iaori Sadéyecbar 11. 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 (Zavfos) by the gods
and Scamander (Z«épordpos) 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 of language, 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.''? 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 common denominator for these
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

ML 1. 403; 2. 813-14; 14. 290-1; 20.74; Od. 10. 305; 12. 61. Giintert 1921, esp.
89130, is the classic study of the language of the gods; Bader 1989, esp. ch. 3,isa
fairly recent study with a full bibliography on earlier work.

''* See further Watkins 1970 and 1995, 38-9, 181—2. West 1997, 352—3 notes some
Near Eastern parallels for a language of the gods.

" See Kirk 1985, 94— (ad /1. 1. 403—4); Janko 1992, 196~7 (ad Il. 14. 290-1);
Edwards 1991, 2g7-8 (on /1. 20. 73—4); Clay 1972, 127 with n. 2.
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gods. Here too scholars are d.ivided. While it has been argued that
the language of 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 speech
s a language fuller and richer than the speech of mortals, which
excels human language in its power to express everything in the
world, including matters beyond human ken. There is a distinct
poundary 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 391dz2~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.!'® In Orphic writings, the distinction between
the language of gods and men becomes a distinction between com-
mon language and mystical speech.'!?

M See West 1966, 387 (ad Hes. Theog. 831; contrast West 1997, 352—3) versus
Clay 1972 and Ford 1992, 180—9.

115 See Cratylus 400d6—g (and above, Sect. 1); see Baxter 1992, 112. L

16 See TbT ad J1. 1. 403: 7d redeidrepa feois dvrifnow; I T ad 1. 20. 7'4: ﬂvc‘s.& 1Y
eifpadéorepd paow abrdy mepirfévar {rois feois); £ Tad Il 14. 291’: 0 w‘ruvo-: «,wnpn
rois Beois riBnow; T b ad Il 2. 813—14: Ty pév Spwdeorépar dviipumos, T 3¢ dhgly
feois mpoodmrer. .

"7 Bader 1989, 256~7 sees this exclusively nominal character as an expression of
the attempt to apprehend the mysteries of the universe by naming them. But perhaps
these nouns reflect the view of language as simple nomenclature. . Lo .

Y* Thus Eustathius on Il. 1. 403: ebyeréorepor . xal oeurdrepoy dru B¢ wel
Syxnpérepov €ls Georir.

"' See frr. 83 and 91 Kern and compare Gambarara 1984, 109.
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These attributes assigned by various Greeks to the language of
the gods—a perfect, true, accurate, euphonious, or majestic
tongue—express different ideas on the characteristics of an idea)
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 every one 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 of the 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 1s 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.!*® 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
(év 8’ dvfpdimov Béuer addijy Erga 61). Hermes will subsequently give
Pandora a voice (&v 8’ dpa dwviy Ofixe Pedw wipué Erga 79-80),
together with lies and deceitful tales.'?' What is this Auman speech

"% See Pucci 1977, 88-99, esp. 89—91; Leclerc 1693, 119—29.

' Commentators, ancient and modern, disagree as to the exact distinction
petween aid% and dwvi, but Clay 1974 and Ford 1992, 177-9 demonstrate convinc-
ingly that adé+ is used in epic of humanly intelligible speech, while g is more gen-
grally ‘sound’; see too West 1978, 163~4 (ad Erga 79); Leclerc 1993, 44—7, 122—4. It
is not ciear why both Hephaestus and Hermes are involved in giving voice to
Pandora, although each of the two deities elsewhere grants speech to others; see
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(dvBpdbmov - . . abd7v) granted to Pandora? If we assume that until the
division at Mekone men spoke the same language as the gods,**
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.!??
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 2 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 (fedded 0” aipvAiovs Te Adyovs 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?'**

below, Sect. 4.1. Compare the tale of Aesop (Vita G 7), who is given the power of
speech itself ($anrf) by Isis, while the Muses give him the ability to use speech skil-
fully—see below, Sect 5.3.

1 Pycci 1977, 91 suggests that the common tongue spoken by both men and gods
before Mekone was the language of the gods, but ignores the question of animal
speech, If the pre-Mekone mortals, like the men of the golden age, conversed with
animals as well, we must assume that all three groups spoke the language of the gods.

13 It is perhaps misguided to ask who actually invented this human language.
Could it be Hephaestus? Elsewhere he grants speech to his lifelike golden female
attendants (II. 18. 417-20) and, indeed, even the monsters fashioned by Hephaestus
for Pandora’s crown seem to be creatures with voices ({woiow éadra fawicoow
Theog. 584). But that is not the same as inventing a language and his skills are along
different lines, more magical and mechanical; compare Pelliccia 1995, 9o-2.

1 Here it is worth comparing the Houyhnhnms of Swift's Gulliver’s Travels; see
Stam 1976, 57—9. Stam notes that these imaginary, rational horses h}d few words
because they had few needs. They had no disagreements, did not find it necessary to
argue or analyse, were incapable of lying, and could not understand the mendacity of
supposedly civilized Yahoos.
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After Mekone, once man’s life became much more laborious and
difficult, deceptions could, of course, lead to tangible materig]
benefits. Thus Pandora, equipped with her interr%al aqd external
‘gifts’, may have led to men using lies for the first nme,'m addition
to causing them to adopt a new tongue. Here we are reminded 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-
tural features 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 fora
small crop.'?® 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.'”’

'** Mandeville in Kaye 1924, ii. 288-g0; the Fable was completed in 1723. See
Stam 1976, 37-8 with 268 n. 15, who points out that Swift and Oliver Goldsmith also
share this ‘nearly unique’ idea,

'3 See Blundell 1986, 143-4.

' The outstanding mythological instance is of course that of the Sirens; compare
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Pandora is often compared to another first woman, Eve, and it is
interesting to find in Dante the claim that Eve is the ’very first
speaker in the Bible (De Vulgari Eloquentia 1. 4. 2-3). Dante—who
clearly distorts the biblical text by ignoring earlier instances of
Adam speaking—then goes on to argue that it is unlikely that so
excellent an act of the human race should have proceeded first from
a woman rather than a man."** If in Dante speech is too positive an
attribute to have originated 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’.!* 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 8oAdeoaa alternates with add4ecaa in the description of Circe and Calypso in

Homer (Od. 7. 245; 9. 32) and see Nagler 1996, 1479 with n. 19. See further below,
Sect. 5.3.

* Adam speaks at Genesis 2: 20 ( Is) and 2: 23 (recognizing and
naming woman), before Eve's address to the serpent at Genesis 3: 2-3. Trabant 1996,
45 argues that Eve is the first speaker in a biblical dialogwe. See too Barafski lo?l).
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 Beaken 1996, 1067, who refers to a theory formulated by Chris Knight;
see too Klawans 2000, 34-6.

' See e.g. Bickerton 1990, ch. 7 and see the rebuttal in Sampson 1997. 6570

"' See Arist. De Part. Anim. 659°34: De Anima 420°16-18.
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the use of language are two cultural features which normally serve ¢,
distinguish humans from animals.'** 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 (ovyyéveia or oixeiwois) found between men and ani-
mals which should not allow men to kill animals.'** 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 Compare a different system of distinguishing between men and beasts found in
Jewish rabbinic sources: ‘Six things are said of human beings. In regard to three they
are like ministering angels . . . they have understanding . . . walk erect . . . and talk in
the holy tongue . . . Inregard to three they are beasts . . . they eat and drink . . . propa-
gate . . . and relieve themselves like beasts’ (Babylonian Talmud Hagigah 16a and
Genesis Rabbah 8: 11).

'3* Seein particular, Plut. De Esu Carn. 994d~e; De Soll. Anim. 959f-963f; Porph.
De Abst., esp. 1. 13-25; 3. 1—7, and the further references in Sorabji 1993, 806, with
nnl.‘: 9-32. See too Dombrowski 1987 and Tsekourakis 1987, esp. 383-6.

) Pythagoras and Theophrastus are two (relatively early) thinkers associated
with this argument—asee famblichus, VP 168-9; Porph. De Abst. 3. 25 and 2. 22
(=Theophrastus frr. 531 and 584a Fortenbaugh). Pythagorean vegetarianism
ahouh:vlf of course, be linked with the theory of transmigration of souls. See too
Sorabji 1993, ch. 10, esp. 131-3; Tsekourakis 1987, 373-4.
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present in the alternative model of early society, that of bestial men
who gradually progress to civilization. Culture heroes, such as
Orpheus or Isis and Osiris then put a stop to this allelophagy, rais-
ing humans to a higher level of civilization.™* It ig worth noting,
incidentally, that cannibalism /s a feature found, at times, in the age
of Kronos, for Kronos’ era, like 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 2 world
without clear boundaries and an ordered hierarchy, the other side is
one of chaos, anarchy, and the absence of moral standards_ 13 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, imited 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

% Orpheus: fr. 292 (Kern). Isis and Osiris: Diod. 1. 14. 1 etc.; see too Athenio fr.
1 K.-A. and below, Sect. 4.4. See Renehan 1981, 255-6; Detienne 1_981: Bhnfhll
1986, 214—15, 223-4; see too Pelliccia 1995, 78-80. Segal 1981, 2942 isa parvicular-
ly helpful analysis of the cultural implications of cannibalism.

" See the interesting discussion of Versnel 1987 and the references there.
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skills, their ability to use snares and control fire, sp t.h.at people who
practised vegetarianism were thought to lead a primitive and bestia]
life. Porphyry knows the argument that early human beings—ang
the reference may be to golden age men—abstained from meat
because they did not know how to use fire. Thus vegetarianism ig
often attributed to the very first men from two different standpoints,
one positive and one negative. In golden age tales, men are generally
vegetarians because they live in peace and harmony with animals,
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).'*® 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. De Abst. 1. 4, 13 and Blundell 1986, 75; Detienne 1981, esp. 218~19.

See ¢.g. Diog. Laert. 6. 72~3 and the further references collected by Lovejoy

and Boss 1935, 117-52. See too Blundell 1986, 214-15, 223; Martin 1997; Vidsl-
Nacquet 1986, ag0.
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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.?*®

Animals and Humans

InHesiod’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 (058¢ 7¢ girov fofhor,
3N’ 48dpavros éxov kpatepddpova Bupdy 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 flocks
(dgveiol pridora), 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.'*® Alexandrian scholars considered the
verse spurious, apparently because they thought that raising flocks
belonged to a later stage of man’s cultural development; indeed
flocks of sheep appear later in the myth of races, in conjunction with
the race of heroes (Erga 163).*' 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
(3692—372d), in the first and simplest city outlined by Socrates and

1 For golden age vegetarianism, see Gatz 1967, 165-71, esp. 166 and the further
bibliography there. Gatz suggests that such abstinence was not an original feature of
g‘e golden age, but was added only later, under the influence of Orphic and

y“:agWo::?r:;;;,c?; :‘S(Qd loc.) notes that the verse appears only in D?odorus Siculus’
quotation of Hesiod's text (5. 66. 6) and is not found in the manuscripts.

' Rosenmeyer 1957, 282-3; see Cole 1967, 2 0. 4 who points to this 85 ar exam-
ple of changing attitudes towards progress. See too Anttila 2000, 162-3 08 Sveris
and ddevos in the hunting and gathering society.
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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 (&ov) 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-
373¢)."

In Crates’ fifth-century comedy, Beasts (@npia 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 (ypamrois Te {¢oior) and scented
spices, rather than blood sacrifices, and men of the time are vegetar-
ians (DK 31 B128). Beasts and birds are on good terms with
humans: docility, gentleness, and affection characterize their rela-
tions (B13o: foar 8¢ «krida mdvra kal dvbpdimoioe mpoonwy Bijpés T
olwrol Te, pthodpoaivn Te dedjer). 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 thought 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 (Bios EXAdSos) 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 116—19. 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 Adam 1905, i. 92~100 on Rep. 369b—372d.
'*! See Balaudé 1997; Gatz 1967, 155~6—he compares Laws 678¢. More general-

ly, Plﬂfo seems influenced by Empedocles for the cycles of his myth—see Guthrie
1965, ii. 2489 ; 1978, v. 194; Blundell 1986, 147 ff.
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nomads. The exploitation and domestication of animals then leads
to the accumulation of property, to jealousy and rivalry, and to the
waging of wars. Their abstention from living things was, it seems
one of the factors which contributed to the happiness of men during’
the age of Kronos, according to Dicaearchus, so that speaking
animals could have featured in his work.'** Porphyry, whose treatise
in favour of vegetarianism De Abstinentia is our source here for
Dicaearchus’ words, stresses the links between wrongdoing to
animals and the evils of a post-golden age: war and greed. s

The third-century BCE poet Aratus also includes golden age vege-
tarianism in his account of the races of men. In his astronomical
poem, the Phaenomena (96—136), Aratus tells of the star Virgo or
Justice who, in times of old, met men and women face to face and
spoke to them. Men used 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 eof
meat with the beginning of war and bloodshed and assigns the end

" Dicaearchus fr. 49 W. (=Porph. De 4bst. 4. 2. 1). See Lovejoy and Boas 1935,
93-6; Guthrie 1957, 74-7; Blundell 1986, 153-4; Vidal-Nacquet 1986. o

s Although Porphyry ‘had a vegetarian axe to grind’ (Blundell 1986, 153), it 1s
wrong to doubt the attribution of golden age vegetarianism to Dicaearchus. Compare
Jerome’s testimony nulfum comedisse carnem (fr. 50 W.) and see Blundell 1986, 153~
Guthrie 1957, 137 nn. 14-15.
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of vegetarianism to the third and lowes§ group of men, the bronze
race. Yet, in his account, animals are utilized from the very start, for
the golden race use them for ploughing. Wh.ile there seems to be a
kinship of sorts between these men and their oxen—as a scholiast
points out, the epithet ‘ploughing’ used to describe the animals
slaughtered by the bronze age men (Bowv . . . dpoTiipwy 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 (¢psae lacte domum
referent distenta capellae ubera, nec magnos metuent armenta leones
Ecl. 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. 1).

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

148 - s \ -
Z ad A,rntus, Phaenomena 132: mxpos 8¢ dvediles avrovs xal ududerar ds
. , PR N .
‘pfuﬂtwv alrr‘mv \np\w-rwv xpeofopeiv, 1is mporépas yeveds ob roiro épyacouévs.
wpooweipevoy 8¢ wai T dporipwy & mpodepdaive: adrois.
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golden one of Saturn-Kronos and the latter-day unhappy age of
Zeus (15. 11.). When telling of the two ages, Ovid has Pythagoras
urge men to refrain from eating meat and praise the peaceful vege-
tarian golden age when birds, hares, and fish all lived in safety (15.
96-102). In his other account of the golden age, Ovid again stresses
that men were vegetarians (1. 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 (1. 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 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 simply 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 all. The
shared language of the golden age did not have to be constructed or
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of vegetarianism to the third and lowest group of men, the brongze
race. Yet, in his account, animals are utilized from the very start, for
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found in Aratus’ account, it seems that neither men nor animals had
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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
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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
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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,
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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
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golden one of Saturn-Krfmos and the latter-day unhappy age of
Zeus (15. 111.). When telling of the two ages, Ovid has Pythagoras
urge men to refrain from eating meat and praise the peaceful vege-
1arian golden age when birds, hares, and fish all lived in safety (15.
g6-102). In his other account of the golden age, Ovid again stresges
that men were vegetarians (1. 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 (1. 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 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 simply 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 all. 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 ip,
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 Pandora 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 soctety 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 of this

'47 See Passmore 1970, 272-3, who cites Orwell’s 1984 and Havel's The

Memorandum. He notes that H. G. Wells, in his 4 Modern Utopia, has the inhabi-

tants use an internationally comprehensible, but imperfect tongue, one that could
reflect change.
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first language, Plato notes its two-sided Potentiality for trivi

philosophy, while Hesiod stresses jts limpidness and lack ;ador ff)r
1f the age of Kronos implies effortless communication betv::)e eceit.
and gods or men and animals or all three groups, its close meen m;n
erection of linguistic barriers between the various spec; ans 'Ifh e
Greeks do not bemoan the lack or loss of 3 universal Il)lu,::- 1 e
guage, as in the biblical tale of the Tower of Babel, and this n ag.
because they rarely looked beyond their own Greek’tongUe tor:ayake
ers of other languages. Instead they look back with longing o e or
in which men could speak to gods and beasts. In Greek eses anl o
guage limited to humans represents a fall from grace, an exI;uls?:x;
from Eden.
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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

1. 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 influential lin-
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.’

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’

' In his magisterial survey of views on the origin and diffusion of language in a
variety of cultures and ages, Borst (1957-63) includes numerous descriptions of the
reactions by different thinkers to Psammetichus’ experiment. The references found
in Borst 1963, iv. 1942 n. 191 (Ursprachen-Experimente an Kleinkindern) and those

listed in his index under ‘Psammetich I’ present a good sample of the citation of

an_metichua‘ experiment by thinkers in the ancient world, Middle Ages,
Renaissance, Enlightenment, and later.
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acceptance of the test as real: he describes the experiment as an
actual, scientific trial 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.” 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—and 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 over the course of time. Modern researchers
who are interested in establishing the earliest form of speech
hardly expect that this will be a contemporary language. Yet these

' See Schreyer 1984 for an iluminating discussion of the rationale behind 18-0&(
‘conjectural’ or ‘philosophical’ (i.e. fictional) histories, such as Rousseau’s Dumww‘
which describe the origin of mankind and of language. The phrase ‘theoretical or

conjectural history” was, in fact, first used in relation to an essay by Adam Smith on
the origin of language; see Bryce 1983, introd. 24 and see below, Sect. 3.
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researchers would not reject every facet of Psgmrf\etich}ls’ experi-
ment and they share at least some qf tbe kll-’Ig s notions about
language and its beginnings. It is quite illuminating to compare
the Egyptian’s approach with modern methox.is and hypotheses.
In the following pages, then, I shall be moving back and forth
from several perspectives—in particular those of a.ncient Greeks,
Enlightenment thinkers, and modern res.earchers—m. an attempt to
appreciate the rich legacy of Psammetichus’ expenm.em.'l 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 (2. 2) reads as follows.
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The Egyptians, before Psammetichus became their king, thought that they
were the oldest of mankind. But Psammetichus when he became 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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ocks. The manner of thejr
no one of those who came

following plan. He took two newborn children of
gave them to a shepherd-to bring up among his fi
upbringing was to be this: the king charged that
face to face with the children should utter a word angd that the child
should be kept in a lonely dwelling by themselves. At a suitable time :in
shepherd was to bring the goats to them, give them their fill of milk, an;
take care of any other matters. Psammetichus did this and gave these o;der
because he wished to hear from those children, as soon as they were don:
with meaningless noises, which language they would speak first. This
indeed was what happened. For when two years had gone by, as th;’. shep-
herd was performing his tasks, he opened the door and wer’n in and :ﬁe
children fell before him and reached out their hands, calling out ‘bekos’. At
first, when the shepherd heard this, he remained silent about jt. But as he
came often and paid attention, this word was frequently spoken by them. So
he signified this to his master and at his command brought the childre;x to
his presence. ‘When Psammetichus himself had heard, he inquired which of
mankind called something ‘bekos’. On inquiry he found that the Phrygians
called bread ‘bekos’. So the Egyptians conceded and, making this their
measure, judged that the Phrygians were older than themselves, | heard this
story from the priests of Hephaestus in Memphis. The Greeks tell, among
many other foolish stories, 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, tongueless women version of the trial.
Herodotus’ rejection of this alternate version seems intended to

’ Lloyd 1976, 10 (ad Hdt. 2. 2) refers to one of the Egyptian names for Egypt,
Bakt, and the Egyptian ward for bread, pa-ako; see too How and Wells 1928, i. 156
(ad 2. 2. 5) and see Salmon 1956, 323. Bekos is in fact the Phrvgian word for bread—
see Hipponax fr. 125 West. Herodotus mentions an Egyptian word for breed,
xvAdoris (2. 77. 4).

* For the lonian clements see Lloyd 1976, g~11 (ad Hdt. 2. 2) and the further ref-
erences in Vannicelli 1997, 203—4 with nn. 7 and 12. Borst 1987, i. 39~4o argues for
the Egyptian origins 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.” 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 of a 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 Lloyd 1976, 8~ (ad Hdt. 2. 2) on Hecataeus; compare Miiller 1997, 211-13.
Salmon (1956) thinks that the story was invented by a Greek in order to mock
Psammetichus. Even if this is true, 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 Phtygians as younger (7. 73)}—see
Froidefond 1971, 141.

¢ See the discussions in Borst 1957, i. 39—40; Benardete 1969, 32—5; Lloyd 1976,
§—6; Harrison 1998, text near nn. 131—4.

’ Robinson (1979, 217; ad Dissoi Logoi 6. 12) calls the experiment ‘the clearest
extant example of an “innateness” theory of this sort’.

' While Benardete (196g, 34) has suggested that this original language was
thought to be an Adamic one of divine, natural names for things, this is not immedi-

ately apparent from Herodotus’ text, The phrase ‘default setting’ is that of Harrison
1998, text near nn. 132-3.

1. The Experiment and its Background "

Psammetichus and Modern Linguists

Which of Psammetichus’ ideas about language might 2 modern-day
gcholar share? Many modern thinkers would agree with the
Egyptian king that there was one original language, a proto-
Janguage, for it is often assumed that human speech evolved only
once and was never reinvented.® Nowadays, however, itis generally
thought that the world’s first language came out of Africa, not
Phrygia.'® Present-day linguists share Psammetichus’ desire to
learn something about the original tongue of mankind, but often
their approach to the question is to work backwards, reconstructing
protolanguages 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.'? 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
tothe similarity of their DNA. These groupings of humans based on
genetic studies correspond fairly closely to the proposed groupings

* See e.g. Burkert 1996, 18: ‘Language is linked to an uninterrupted chain of his-
torical tradition; it has never—in tens of thousands of years—been reinvented.” See
too Danesi 1993, 20-1; Aitchison 1996, 169; Pinker 1994, 259 etc. There is also a
whole series of polygenetic hypotheses—see Lyons 1988, 141-2; Aarsleff 1982, 186;
Eﬁo 1995, 114; Crystal 1997, 293.

See e.g. Leakey 1994, 86—9g0: Aitchison 1996, 55-63.
" See e.g. Harrison 1998. section 4 (“The imagined relationship berween Greek
and foreign languages').
m" See Danesi 1993, 20-1; Aitchison 1996, 168—9; Pinker (1994, ly-s)”“

ese hypothetical original languages are speculative and con L i

" Egyptian belongs to the Afro-Asian phylum (= Southern M. ) while
Phrygian beiongs to the Indo-European phylum (= Northem Nostratic).

.
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74 3. Psammetichus’ Children

of languages (and superlanguages) when arranged according tg 5
family tree of reconstructed similarities: the branches of the hypq.
thetical linguistic tree seem to match the major racial divisions of
mankind. This is not to say of course that genes have any intringic
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.'*

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

'* Pinker (1994) is perhaps the strongest advocate of a language instinct; Chomsky
(e.g. 1'968) argues for a universal grammar; Sampson 1997 is a vociferous opponent
pf their views. For the middle ground, see e.g. Aitchison 1996, 37: human language
18 an example ‘of innately guided behaviour, in which the outline framework and
learning mechanisms are provided by nature, and the details filled in by experience’.

She continues (46): ‘lnnguage can be separated from general intelligence . . . language
has its own specialized circuit within the mind/brain’.
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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 modern
researchers. If the king expects the children simply to speak the
first language of long ago, modern thinkers use children to leamn
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—Dbefore they actually understand the concept of
assigning a name to an object. In parallel fashion, modemn
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 naming
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 illuminating—to use
children to learn more about the origin of speech, just as
Psammetichus does. They refrain from such ‘impossible, unnattfral
and illegal’ experiments,'” for ethical and, at times, practical

' The following is based on Aitchison 1996, 93-104, who hass useful discussion
of how the rule ‘ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny’ does—and does M“-
the acquisition of language. See too Bornstein 1996, esp. 152; Danesi 1993, 6and 22,
Stokoe and Marschark 1999, 169 (quoted below, n. 40).

" Thus Max Muller (in Harris 1996, 9) describes Psammetichus’ experinent and
later re-enactments of the trial.
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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 4
hypothesis that all modern scholars would accept. We shall see tha
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 Aéyos, ¢wvij, or yAdege—
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).'? (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.?®

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

'* Robinson 1955, 221~3 (<1969, 100—-3) discusses the Greek words used for ‘lan-
guage’. See too below, Sect. 5.1.

'* Herodotus uses what seems to be a technical word for experiment, Sudmeipa
when describing both of Psammetichus’ trials (2.28. 4;2. 15. 2); see Christ 1994, 172
and 182-3 with n. 40. Benardete 1969, 41, interprets both experiments as an attempt
to go back to beginnings,

) * Clearchus of Soli fr. g8 Wehrli = Athen. 8. 345¢. [t seems clear that the maides of
his text should be taken as children, not slaves.
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children are the origin of the Egyptian class of translators (2. 154. 2;
see 2. 164). Here too the king elects to send young children away
from home for linguistic purposes—in 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 well, 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. 1). 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 call all those who do not speak their
language barbaroi (BapBdipous 8¢ mdvras oi Alybnrior kakéovar rods un)
oot SpoyAdooous 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
4Méydwaooar, speakers of another (i.e. non-Egyptian) language (2.
154. 4).2* When Psammetichus sends children to learn from the
alloglossoi it may be in the wake of the chastening resuits 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 carefully planned and
executed. He even uses several controls. Psammetichus takes newly

* The Scythian king Scyles who is taught Greek language and letters by his
mother (4. 78) is put to death because of his attachment to Greek vnys;'d\e H.~
Pelasgian children taught the Attic tongue and Athenian ways b\ their captive
Athenian mothers (6. 138) are executed for thinking themselves supenior: ande Mede
youngster tutored in archery and the Scythian language by Scythian hunters is
served up as a dish to the Mede king Cyaxares (1. 73). See too Harrison 1993, text
near n. 22, who notes that the adult Amazons described by Herodotus find it dificult
tolearn Scythian (Hdt. 4. 117); see below, Sect. 5.3. L .

" The word dAoyAdoos is found in an early 6th-cent. mscripton dedicered by
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born children, presumably in order to ensure that they will stil] 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 ¢
have been chosen at random, from families who are not distip.
guished in any particular way (dv0pdmewy Ty émrvydvraw). 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 2 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 ¢wwsj in Herodotus’ description of Psammetichus’
command évradduevos undéva dvriov adradv undeniav duwviy iévas 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 ¢wwj indicate articulate language or sound?
Elsewhere in the History, Herodotus uses the word ¢wri to refer to
articulate speech, a cry or voice, language, and the cry of animals.?*
Further along in our passage w1 clearly means language, for we
are told that the king wishes to know which language the children
will first speak furwa dwrip pifovor mpdTw (2. 2. 3) and this is
glossed several chapters later as riva yAdooar mpdrny dmrijaova (2. 15,
2). It seems that in the king’s directive ¢wvi} 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.
If 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

Greek settlers in Egypt—see Meiggs and Lewis 1969, 12-13 (no. 7(=), line 4), and
Lévy 1992, 201 n. 35.

¥ See Salmon 1956, 321~z n. 3, who points out that the neuter form ré 7a:da is
used consistently to describe the children.

)  See P_owell 1966, 377 3.v. dewrf. Translators often translate $wvi here as ‘word’,
1.e. no one Is to utter a word in front of the children, Compare Herodotus’ use of rofro
i) :"m)s in our passage, when referring to bekos as an actual word .

* For ancient comments see Suda B 229 s.v. Bexecédnre; X Tzetz. Ar. Nub. 3982
and Z'ad Apoll. Rhod. 4. 257-262¢. Fehling (1989, 141) suggests that Hdt. himself
expects his readers to draw this conclusion. A wide range of later thinkers also claim
that the goats’ bleating lies behind the children's speech—see Launay 1980, esp. 40§
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sounds made by young children are sometimes compared to the
pleating of sheep or goats.?®

Isolation from Society

The children are to be raised in a solitary hut by themselves (& oréyy
8¢ dpfuy én’ dwvrdv weiofor adrd). The hut is at least minimally
sophisticated, a structure constructed by men, for it has a door
which the shepherd opens. In later variations on Psammetichus’
experiment—real and imaginary—the children will live on a desert
jstand, in a forest, etc., often without any real shelter. Psammetichus
isolates the two infants in this hut and such isolation prevents them,
of course, from learning the local language from their surroundings.
But the isolation is not just a separation from local sounds; it is a psy-
chological 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
(rpépew és 76 mofuwa), we should probably understand that he
treated them much as he treated his sheep. In a similar, much later
trial conducted by Frederick I1 of Hohenstaufen (1194-1250), 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 clap-
pings of the hands and gestures and gladness of countenance and
blandishments’.?” 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.®

and 412; Katz 1981, 134-5; Genette 1995, 123 and 367 n. 30. While it is clear how the
animals’ bleating could give rise to the first syllable ‘be’ of bekos—the second, kos’, is
less easily explained—see e.g. Launay 1980, 405. In some ancient accounts (e.g. £
Tzetz. Ar. Nub. 398a) the children are said to produce the ‘word’ féx in the wake of
the goats—pBéx ydp daot kai rd mpéBara.

' See Ar. Wasps 569—72; Aes. Sept. 348 (with 2); Eupolis fr. 112 K.~A.‘whemlhe
words for animal bleating—fAnydoua: and fAyyi—are used of young childres; see
Pollux 5. 88. See further Golden 1994. esp. 377-83, who collects characterizations of
infants’ and children’s speech in Greek sources. . .

" The contemporary source on Frederick is the chronicle of 2 Franciscan frier,
Brother Salimbene (1221-87)—see Holder-Egger (1905-13), 350 wox emins vrvens
possent sine aplarsu et gestu et letitia faciei et blandstyis baiwl ot

™ For children of the wild see below, Sect. 3.
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Modern scholars stress that emotional relationships are a sign;.
ficant factor in a child’s acquisition of language. Human speech hag
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 3
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. Fora 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’.?® The shepherd who cares for the children in
Psammetichus’ 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.*® 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

** Beaken 1996, 19; see too Aitchison 1996, 66—7; Crystal 1997, 237, 241; Sampson
1997, 88—9; Bornstein 1996, 159-61. Compare also Malson 1972, 51 and 56—7.

** Tongueless mothers: Z vet. Ar. Nub. 398d. Silent mother(s): X rec. Ar. Nub.
398e; ZTzetz. Ar. Nub. 398a;, £ Thomas-Triclinius Ar. Nub. 398b. Compare too the
‘foolish’ Gireek account of tongueless women mentioned by Hdt. Golden 1995 isa
study of instances of ancient Greek ‘motherese’ and baby talk.

*! See Launay (1980, 404), 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
ch?ldrcn the king sends a special emissary to pay a visit and silently check whether the
children have learned to speak. See Suda § 229 s.v. Bexeaédnpe (and 2 vet. Ar. Nub.
398b)—note owwny mapeAeiv; see too L vet. Ar. Nub. 398d.
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tongueless women, presumably wet-nurses, whom Herodotus
mentions in the alternate 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 (émaywéew ot alyas), rather than, for example

+he shepherd milking them outside and bringing in the drink 3 lr:
several later ancient versions of the trial the goats are said to have
actually suckled the children, strengthening the suspicion that the
bleating of goats is the source of ‘bekos’. The combination of ise-
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. 1. 122). In effect, Psammetichus is deliberately cre-
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 can

 See Lloyd 1976, 7 on cow horns which may have been used as milk bottles in
Egypt.

* This also happens in other ancient versions where the king sends an emissary to
observe the children silently (above, n. 31): there too the children immedistely
address him, rather than one another.

* Single child: Claudian, In Eutropium 2. 2§1—4; £ Thomas-Triclinius, Ar. Neb.
398b; Zrec. Ar. Nub. 308f; I vet. Ar. Nub. 398¢. Here we can compare another very
gifted child of the wild, Tarzan, who teaches himself not to speak but to read. Lord
Greystoke's son single-handedly manages to decipher the ‘strange tictle buge’ of an
illustrated alphabetic primer.
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perhaps see Psammetichus’ two infants as a dogble confirmation,
with his experiment producing the same result twice over—both the
children, taken together and separately, arrive at the same firs
language. o

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 L.ogoi (6. 12). The author
argues against the idea that language is innate—Psammetichug’
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 Disso
Logot 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 I1 is said to have isolated several
children, while Agbar the Great of India (1542-1605) 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

** See further Gera 2000, 22-30; Miiller 1997, 210.

‘¢ See Sulek 1989, 647-8; Crystal 1997, 230 quotes a different account of the
experiment. James IV of Scotland (1473-1513), the third royal imitator of
Peammetichus, is seid to have used only two children in his experiment—see Crystal
1997, 290.

2. First Words and First Gestuyes

children. At the same time, the greater numb
going these trials serve to reinforce the experi

While Psammetichus thinks that language
as we have seen, expect the isolated childre
once, as newborns. The king anticipates thy
make incoherent sounds before voicing articulate words, and thi
we are told, is exactly what happens, Meaningless babl;ﬁn o
lowed by recognizable single word utterances is, of co, s fol-
normal sequence of events when a young child lea;ns to sul:i, the
Psammetichus is acquainted with these standard stages of ;: -
acquisition. Aristotle (Hist. An. 4. 536°5-8) also notes that gul?ge
young children find their voices, they cannot articulate clear] wben
mumble and lisp. In the Laws (7916-7923) Plato’s Athy’ -
stranger states that a child makes a great deal of nojse until theemall
of 3 for he can communicate only by cries and wails, " The Egypt?f;
king expects even isolated children to follow these stages: this innate
language is produced in the same way as any other tongue.
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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 this unfamiliar first
word as a word—rather than just one more bit of babbling by the
youngsters—because it is accompanied by significant gestures. The
children do not simply make the sound bekos one day; they fall upon
the shepherd when he opens the door and utter the word while
stretching out their hands. These movements underline the fact that
they are trying to communicate something by means of the sound
they voice. The shepherd will subsequently ensure that bekos is in
facta genuine word, a deliberate pronouncement, by waiting for the
children to repeat the word, and they do, in fact, use the word agsain
and again.

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
youngsters’ word, bekos. If we continue to assume that the king’s
trial actually took place, it is not impossible that the two children

»n

nn ’s_e; to0 Arist. Aud. 801°5 and the further references cited by Golden 1994, 377,
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came up with the sound bekos at some stage, repeating a familiar
baa-ing sound.** The sound bekos in and of itself is not an incon.
ceivable result; it is the king’s interpretation 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 of Phrygian, 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.
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

’* See above, n. 25, on the more problematic second element of bekos, ‘kos’.

* See Launay 1980, 406, who refers to Guillaume Postel and Simon Goulard. For
amodern 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-
logically . .. 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 that the
language used by adults in the environment is already keyed to dividing up the world
in ways that make cognitive and culturally/environmentally relevant sense.’ No adult
has divided up the world inhabited by Paammetichus’ children.
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8
exchanges between twins.*! Twins, particular]

. [ y those
2—the age at which Psammetichus’ children are said to :ni:: 3:3:
their first word**—often indulge in phonetic play and speak to ;ne

another in a private language that js unintelligible to oth
Psammetichus’ children, like twins, are at the same lin, ist?tl el
and spend even more time together than do many sets ofg:lW' . ;“:e!
private languages of twins with their idiosyncratic sound;ns.
mar, and vocabulary may be difficult to decipher, but non,tin;m—
can generally be explained in relation to the fom;s of s eeh wsed
around the pair.*’ Perhaps Psammetichus’ children wh‘:)ewferused
exposed to any forms of speech or sounds other than’the bleat'e “0;
goats, produce the word bekos to refer to the most important evﬁ?
their daily lives, the arrival of their caretaker with thejr foogl
Ancient scholiasts—and later thinkers who followed in their wake—.
took bekos to be an imitation of the goats’ noise, but seemed to think
that this utterance was simply a meaningless sound, with the
children speaking ‘goatese’. Perhaps the children were d’oing more
than imitatin.g a sound: 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.
Itis only later that single words voiced by young children are used
asactual words and serve as nouns, verbs, etc.** Bekos could be such

¥ See Crystal 1697, 290 and 249 for this suggestion of twin-like linguistic play by
Psammetichus’ children. The suggestion that bekos stems from the two children’s
babble was made already by Guillaume Postel in 1538—see Launay 1980, 408.

** In some ancient accounts of the experiment the two children are older and first
pronounce the word bekos at the age of 3 or even 4: Z Tzetz. Ar. Nwb. 398a; Swda 8229
s.v‘. Bexeaédme (and 2 vet. Ar. Nub. 398b); X rec. Ar. Nub. 398e.

o Crystal 1997, 249; see too Bickerton 1990, 191, who argues that langusges used
by twins exhibit the features he assigns to protolanguages (see above, Sect. a.2). See
e.g. Jespersen 1922, 185~7 for an instance of Danish twins who spoke a language
cm:ted by themselves in isolation, an idiolect, which bore a clear relation to Damish.

See Aitchison 196, 93-104; Crystal 1997, 238-¢47; Altmann 1997, chs. 24
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a holophrase, a word which is related in meaning as well as sound to
the bleating of goats. The children could use such a ‘word’ without
having to make use of sophisticated concepts to map out and divide
up the world around them.** Moving beyond that.one.word and
developing their own idiolect ab ovo would be an infinitely more
difficult cognitive task for the experimental children, and indeed we
hear in Herodotus only of a single word uttered by the two. But—
again accepting for the moment the truth of Psammetichus’
results—the two young children may have come up with one
holophrase referring to the arrival of their food. When the pair
rushed to the herdsman uttering bekos, they were signalling, per-
haps, their recognition that food was on the way and demonstrating
just how eager they were to receive their milk. Or they could have
been expressing their delight at the arrival of their caretaker. Bekos
would then mean something like the request ‘milk, now!’” or perhaps
an acknowledgement or recognition of sorts, ‘wonderful, milk is on
the way’ or ‘here comes the man with the goats.™*®

We can in fact assign a variety of different meanings 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 according 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

+ Compare the 16th-cent. thinkers Postel and Du Bartas (Launay 1980, 407-8)
who take bekos as an animal-like, passionate cry expressing hunger, rather than an
articulated word.

* Compare Salmon 1956, 326~7, who suggests that the children are reacting with
a Paviovian response to the shepherd’s arrival at a fixed time every day (xai 7#v Qpw
énaywéew odi alyas) with the goats. It is interesting to compate Jean [tard’s reporton
the first word of the feral child under his care, Victor of Aveyron (see below, Sect. 3).
{tard tried to teach Victor to use the word lait to express his desire for milk, but
Victor would say /ait only after he had received milk, as an expression of joy. Itard
terms this use of language ‘merely a vocal sign of the possession of a thing’, and
stresees that this is not a useful means of communication. See the translation of
Itard’s report (orig. pub. in 1861) in Malson 1972, 121-2.
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beings was mimetic, an imitation of i i
thunder. In parallel fashion, bekos cofult;iniralﬁhtt:tmi SOH.nd of
were imitating not a frightening sound, but the welc: y Chl!drm
the goats, the{r source of sound and sustenance. Condr"’l‘le pad
imagines a pair of isolated children beginning to g eal: 3:1(1746)
asks the other for help in reaching a desired object. : 1 oo one
Psammetichus’ trial we can imagine the two childx:enl:E i histo
with the request bekos to the shepherd, asking for l’tnhm'g% oy
Rousseau (1781) stresses the emotional impetus of spee ;‘f ml"f-
imaginary first speakers are moved by feelings: on: tuc e
other with the request ‘aimez-moi’.*’ According to thi?j .
children, in unison, are greeting the bekos man, calling for solew Fhe
of affection from the shepherd. In the fourth theo Hmeds‘g’n
Urmensch (1772) is so stirred by the bleating and fee] og’she: ;:a:
he is moved to name it. Here we can suppose that the pair of chi‘l’d
are affected by the sight and sound of the goats, using the word l;erke(:1
to express their recognition of the creatures. A plea (Condillac) .
?;lon;au;poetic v}vlord (Vico), the awareness of an animal’s existe,na;
erder), or perhaps a call for affecti .
e o Heranat sp: e ection (Rousseau): all could have a
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
eptails—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 preoccui)ation.“ Itis th;
chl:ldren who fasten upon bread as their first word, and since they
voice the word while falling upon (or before) the shepherd and

Y We h_ave seen that Rousseau discusses the origin of language in two separate
grorksA This scenario is from the Essay on the Origin of Languages (ch. 10)—see shove
ect. 2.2,
" See Trabant 1996 for an illuminating discussion of these four 1Sth~comt.
thf:)nes on the origin of language and see above, Sect. 2.a.
See Salmon 1956, 325; Launay 1980, 407-8.
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aholophrase, a word which is related in meaning as v‘/ell as sognd to
the bleating of goats. The children could use such a ‘word’ without
having to make use of sophisticated .concepts to map out and divide
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holophrase referring to the arrival of their food. When the pair

rushed to the herdsman uttering bekos, they were signalling, per-

haps, their recognition that food was on the way and demonstrating

just how eager they were to receive their milk. Qr they could have

been expressing their delight at the arrival of their caretaker. Bekos
would then mean something like the request ‘milk, now!” or perhaps
an acknowledgement or recognition of sorts, ‘wonderful, milk is on
the way’ or ‘here comes the man with the goats.”**

We can in fact assign a variety of different meanings 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 according 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

5 Compare the 16th-cent. thinkers Postel and Du Bartas (Launay 1980, 407-8)
who take bekos as an animal-like, passionate cry expressing hunger, rather than an
articulated word.

¢ 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 (xal Ty dpny
énaywéew ot alyas) with the goats. [t is interesting to compare Jean [tard’s reporton
the first word of the feral child under his care, Victor of Aveyron (see below, Sect. 3)-
ftard 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 expression of joy. Itard
terms this use of language ‘merely a vocal sign of the possession of a thing’, and
stresses that this is not a useful means of communication. See the translation of
Itard’s report (orig. pub. in 1801) in Malson 1972, 121-2.
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beings was mimetic, an imitation of i :

thunder. In parallel fashion, bekos coult: ;::Eh:;::’:i 30:0‘1 o
were imitating not a frightening sound, but the welco;: ¢ l!drm
the goats, thei_r source of sound and sustenance. Condi]le ot
imagines a pair of isolated children beginning to speak a:,(1746)
asks the other for help in reaching a desired object. Appl iy o
Psammetichus’ trial we can imagine the two children‘:sr:,lling o
with the request bekos to the shepherd, asking for th:'g * oln N
Rousseau (1781) stresses the emotional impetus of speechlr r:i“hk
imaginary first speakers are moved by feelings: one turn: o thts
other with the request ‘aimez-moi’.47 According to this vs;eto the
children, in unison, are greeting the bekos man, calling for som:;v iom
of affection from the shepherd. In the fourth theory, He dmg’n
Urmensch (1772) is so stirred by the bleating and feel of a’sheer tel:as
he is moved to name it. Here we can suppose that the pair of chil;d i
are affected by the sight and sound of the goats, using the word be;::
to express their recognition of the creatures. A plea (Condillac) a;
onomatopoetic word (Vico), the awareness of an animal’s existe,nce
(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

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 baking—it is
difficult to conceive that bread would be the Phrygians’ first word
that is, their greatest concern or chief preoccupation.*® It is thc’
children who fasten upon bread as their first word, and since they
voice the word while falling upon (or before) the shepherd and

Y We h?ve seen that Rousseau discusses the origin of language in two separate
g'orksA This scenario is from the Essay on the Origin of Langwages (ch. 10)—see sbove
ect, 2.2,
“ See Trabant 1096 for an illuminating discussion of these four 18th-cent.
thf?rles 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 requesting bread (whatever the diffi-
culties in understanding how they have arr.lve.d 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 ciy-
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 (xwv{7juara) behind, and would
like a civilized, human diet as well.** In a much later execution of
Psammetichus’ 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 s0.**

The word bekos, incidentally, left its mark on much later thinkers.
The Flemish doctor Jan Van Gorp (Goropius Becanus) (1518-72),
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’.’*

% The word mpoomimrovra may mean either that the children fall upon the
shepherd—in the Zvet. Ar. Nub. 398d we find the paraphrase mpooemn}dnoar—or pos-
sibly that they fall before him in an attitude of supplication. Grene translates ‘clasped
his knees’; see too Salmon 1956, 327.

* Lloyd 1976, 6~7 notes that goats’ milk is more common with Greeks than
Egyptians; the latter probably made the milk into cheese.

** Thus Vannicelli 1997, 205—7. The word for the children’s mutterings «vi{npa
(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.

** The source is Robert Lindsay of Piscottie, The Historie and Chronicles of
Scotland (pub. orig. in 1576; edited in 1899 by J. G. Mackay). The experiment itself
ie dated over eighty years earlier, to 1493. Borst (1960, iii/1. 10101 1) finds this non-
contemporary chronicle scarcely credible, while Hewes (1992, 6) sees the James IV
experiment as the sole possible exception to the fact that no substantial contributions

to the issue of language origin were made between 1000 and 1500 CE.
** Infact, becker is related to Greek geiyw or ‘roast’, while bekos is connected to the
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Another play on the word is found in a laudato
Cave Beck’s scheme for a universal langua
characters and numbers, The Universal Ch,
writer of this prefatory poem notes that the w
Psammetichus’ children was prophetic, hintj
find a common speech.*$
There is one other instance of a speaker uttering his first words j

Herodotus’ History and these first words are of crucial importanc‘en
The Lydian king Croesus has a mute son who breaks into speech fo\:
the first time as a young 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—Fellow, do not kill
Croesus (dwbpwme w7 «reive Kpoisov)—and thus saves his father’s
life. Once he has broken through the speech barrier, the young man
continues talking to the end of his days (1. 8 5). 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 thereafter. Psammetichus’ children, who begin with one
word, are considerably younger and their speech is expected to fol-
low the normal pattern of language acquisition. Their vocabulary
apparently remains at this one-word level for a considerable amount
of time, for we are 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.’’
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Indo-European root which is reflected in Greek méoow or ‘cook’. For Van Gorp, see
Launay 1980, 408—9; Olender 1992, 2 and 146 n. 8; Hewes 1992, 6; Eco 1995, 96—7.
Leibniz will coin the word ‘goropiser’ to describe the tracing of poor etymologies—
see Eco 1995, 100-1.

* Katz 1981, 135.

* Hdt. 1. 85. 2; compare the earlier words of the Pythian oracle given to Croesus
on comprehending the mute and hearing the voiceless xal xadot cuwigu cei o6
$aweivros drovew (1. 47. 3). Golden 1995, 12 suggests that the story of Croesus’ son
should be read as a reversal: normally the day of a child’s first word was & joyous one.
Pease 1920 brings some ancient variations on the story of Croesus’ son, including
Pliny's statement that he first spoke at the age of six months (NH 11. 270), but Pliny
may be referring to Croesus’ other son, Atys.

" ¥md Séovs Te xal axod éppnée pwviv Hdt. 1. 85. 4; compare jrrom deie fiforn
npdbryw in our passage. The expression pfyvuue gwmiv is used once more in Hdt. when
agroup of allies overcome their fears and speak up only after Sosicles of Corinth has
spoken freely (Smas 7is adraw dwmiv pitas 5. 93. 2). Here too there is a sense of an
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Perhaps we should understand that Psammet.ichus’ 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 (dvoiyovre T 80pnw xai éoibvri o
radia Guddrepa mposminrovTa “Bexds” épciveor Spéyovta Tds yeipas).
These motions and gestures reinforce their one-word verbal mes-
sage: the movements serve both as akind 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 Hdt. refers once again briefly
to our experiment he uses a different phrase: 2. 15. 2: 08¢ €8¢t odéas és Sidmepay TV
nadiwy évas, Tiva yAdooay mpdryy dmjcovar.

% See Goldin-Meadow 1999, esp. 118—20.

** Compare Mandeville's apt comment in The Fable of the Bees (Kaye 1924, ii.
290) [#§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 if the Child had . . . spoke its Wants in plain Words, with-

out making any Signa . . .. This is precisely what occurs with Psammetichus’
children.

2. First Words and First Gestures

Where do these gestures come from? Were
invented by the children? A great deal of research has been done j
recent years on gestures and sign languages. Studjes show th or:el:
children living with a speaking non-signing family, that i at deaf
deaf children living in a linguistically deprived envi;-onmes - g
out any language they can learn, develop signs of their ownn;;wnh-
as home signs, in order to communicate with their surrou,n;' .y
Such signs take on a form close to language with many home sj e
distinguishing, for example, between gestures used as nomfner;
gestures used as verbs. The gestures used by such deaf youn, :n
donot resemble gestures used by their parents and generall s(-:ges o
be invented by the children themselves. ‘Even the lack ofy a mr:d“;
does not prevent the human child from communicating with s;f
and other’.*®

The deaf children investigated in these modern studies are nor-
mally single children who live in society, in their parents’ home-
Could Psammetichus’ children, 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 we have seen, is not just linguistically deprived, it is
also physically and socially—and consequently cogniti\;ely—
deprived.® Their surroundings are wanting in every aspect, other
than the bare physical necessities needed to keep them aliv;. The
children’s lack of cognitive tools and basic concepts should make it
difficult for them to acquire any form of language, whether gestural
or verbal. Yet it is worth noticing just how universal the gestures
used by the children are: they fall upon the shepherd, possibly
grasping his 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 gestural language? 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

91
they independently

* [Continuation of quote] ‘in the here-and-now and about the non-present, using
the segmented and combinatorial representational format that is the hallmark of
human language’. Goldin-Meadow 1999, 126.

: See Bornstein 1996 and see above, Sect. 1 and n. 4o

Burkert 1996, 85-8 with notes on a11~12; Besken 1996, 51; see teo Lavmey
1980, 406 and compare e.g. I/, 1. §00-2.
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vocalizations were the origin of language.®® 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 becamea supplem'ent or elaboration of
speech. The children in our tale could be at this pre-word 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 language 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 in Psammetichus’ experiment. 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.’®* 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

Psammetichus’ 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 I'V of Scotland (1473-1513), and Agbar

¢ 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. Hewes (1976 and 1992) provides general surveys of the history of the gesture
origin theory.

* Emmorey 1999, 139.
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the Great of India (1542-1605).%* It surely is not a coincid
autocratic rulers are the ones to execute such heartless triale:c,le.hthat
experimenters are not just philosophically minded, inquisitiw./ . ::e
viduals, but kings who can carry out their plans harsh an de cn;l (;-
blooded though they may be. Perhaps only rei,gning autoc:; 1
monarchs would dare to experiment this way with young’ childr::u:
In all the various ancient versions of Psammetichus’ EXperime'm
there is an element of cruelty: mothers forced to raise their childre;
in silence, women who have their tongues cut out, children wh:
have no human contact whatsoever, even a single child brought y
in speechless solitude, without the solace of the company of anoth:-
human being.®” The later rulers, Frederick, James, and Agbar, are
similarly unfeeling in their pursuit of knowledge, but their q;ms-
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 parents.** Iti;
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 Psammetichus’ assumption
that the children will come up with a known, recognizable tongue.

® See e.g. Crystal 1997, 230 and 290; Danesi 1993, 5-6; most detailed is Hewes
1992, 5—6 and Sulek 1980, 647-8.

* Even in the variant versions in the ancient scholia it is another Egyptian king
who is said to have performed the experiment- i.e. 2 vet. Ar. Nub. 398c says that it
was the Egyptian ruler Sesonchosis. Only in the Thomas-Triclinius scholia Ar. Nub.
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; Suda § 229 5.v. fexeodhnpe; £ vet. Ar. Nab.
398b, 398¢; Z rec. Ar. Nub. 398f. Tongueless mothers: Z vet. Ar. Nub. 308d. Goats:
Zad Apoll. Rhod. 4. 25%7-62c; Suda 8 229 5.v. Bexeaéhnve (and Z vet. Ar. Nub. 398b).
Single child: Claudian, In Eutropfum 2. 251—-4; X Thomas-Triclinius Ar. Nub. 398b;
Zrec. Ar. Nub. 398f; I vet. Ar. Nub. 398¢. Silent mother(s): £ rec. Ar. Nub. 398¢: &
Taetz. Ar. Nub. 398a; X Thomas-Triclinius Ar. Nub. 398b.

' See Borst 1957, i passim; Rubin 1998; Eco 1995, 746, 113~14; Katz 1981;
Olender 1992, 1-5 etc.

** Salimbene (Holder-Egger 1905-13, 350): velebat emim cegwescere utvemm
Hebream linguam haberent que prima fuerat an Grecem vel Lotinam vel Avabicam ant
certe linguam parentm suorum.



94 3. Psammetichus’ Children

Frederick’s experiment seems to have been well known. Some
two generations after F! rederick’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.”® (This 1s 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 of these 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
Agbar the Great did not expect the children in his trial to acquire

" See Blumenfeld 1857, 1356 (in Hebrew). Hillel’s pupil Abraham Abulafia—
whose ideas on language may have influenced Dante—will argue that Hebrew was
undoubtedly the world’s first language but it is nonetheless ridiculous to argue that
such children will speak Hebrew. See Eco 1995, 49~51; [del 1989, 14—15 with nn.
73-50n 146—7.

" This tale is found in a commentary on the famed medieval scholar Rashi
(1040-1108) by Ovadiah the Prophet, a scholar of unknown date—see Lieberman
1980, 319-20 (in Hebrew) and see Idel 1989, 147 n. 75.
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any form of speech. His aim was not to find the world’
language or the children’s first form of speech but rat(}’:
strate that children learn to speak from lis tening to Otheer
infants in silence in order to demonstrate that the ch':s
remain dumb. Agbar does not choose his children atl d

way Psammetichus does. He is said to have purchased :an om, the
children from their indigent mothers and housed the r:n[\e twenty
puilding. Agbar provided the children with a society of in a large
caretakers: si]en.t guards and tongue-tied wet-nurses Fr:::l s
temporary Persian account we learn that after four years ‘tha cz:‘;
no part of the talisman of speech and nothing came out ex ey

the noise of the dumb’.”* These results are by far the most ccept' for
ing of those furnished by the royal experiments. It 1y onvli:‘;_
that such ‘noise of the dumb’ included gestures and signs: ‘a’oss le
eighteenth-century account states that Agbar’s speechless‘c;lil‘:r:
learned sign language from their mute caretakers.”?
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Feral Children

There are a great many other reports of children who were brought
up without the sound of speech. These youngsters are not subjects
used in experimental trials, but abandoned children who grew up in
the wild. Feral children raised without language are the products of
natural experiments, so to speak. Unlike the children of the royal
trials, they were not deliberately sacrificed upon the altar of science,

but were left to fend for themselves in the wild by accident or a;
times, by the design of their families. Reports on such children v:rho
were often nurtured by animals, date back to the fourt;enth
century. Accounts of children of the wild become—perhaps sus-
piciously—prominent 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 soctety
seem to be an excellent testing ground for providing answers to a

™ The quotation is from the Akbarnama of Abu’'l-Fazl as cited by Crystal 1997,
230. Sutek 1989, 647-8 quotes a different account of the experimeni. in which iti;
added that many of the children ‘became the nurselings of mother earth’.

" See Borst 1963, iv. 2050 (Nachtrige). This source, dating to 1705, does not cor-
respond altogether to the two earlier reports on the experiment {abo“r, previous n.),
mgs!ates, for instance, that Aqgbar isolated 12 children for 12 years.

** Malson 1972, 80-2 has a convenient list of 53 recorded instances of fered
Chlldre.nbdnting from 1344 to 1961; see too Crystal 1997, 201; Danesi 1993, 3 inchades
an addition to the list, the Burundi boy. For the 18th-cent. ‘explosion’ of interest in
such children see Formigari 1974, esp: 279-80.
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series of questions on the basic nature of man.”* Are humans bory
human or made human by society? Would man in a state of nature
be more than an ignoble savage? Are ideas innate in people? Ig
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 Aveyron 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 vs. Sampson 1997, 87-9 on ‘Genie’.

’* Bee the interesting discussion in Lane 1976, 19-29.

’" Bee Malson 1972, ch. 2 esp. 47-8.
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ization in 1799, aged about 12. Itard tried to
The boy, who originally only reacted to soun
to his confinement, gradually began to p
voices. He learned to respond to his name
vowel and consonant sounds, but he re
learned to articulate more than a few near-
a whole series of signs and gestures in o
others and he responded to their gestura
to recognize some written names, adject
ally wrote himself.” Itard’s work with
tion that humans are not born human but are the product of socj

In his report on the wild boy of Aveyron, he suggests a hypothe;zi
experiment along the lines of Psammetichus’ trial which would
underline just how feeble humans are in their natural state. ‘I have
not the least doubt that if we were to insulate at the earliest p.eriod of
infancy two children, the one male and the other female, and were to
do the same with two quadrupeds, chosen from the species of brutes
that was the least intelligent, these latter would shew themselves
much superior to the former, in the means of providing for their
wants and in taking care either of their own preservation or that of
their children.” While Itard does not speak of the acquisition of
language here, it is plain that he would not expect two such infants
to speak.”
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Enlightenment Conjectural Histories: Condillac 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
involving two isolated children may also have been influenced by
Condillac, for in his writing Condillac uses a thought experiment
involving two secluded infants and his experiment, like that of
Psammetichus, is concerned with the origin of language. Condillac
isone of a series of Enlightenment thinkers who include scenarios of

"* Ttard’s two reports on the wild boy of Aveyron were first published in 1901 and
1807, Itard in Malson 1972, 116—26 and 166-8 is a description of Victor’s acquisition
of language; see too 127-36, 147—50. 1589, 162—5 and Malson's own suramary st
71“'30. Sec too Lane 1976, 111-16, 13954, and above, n. 46

See Itard in Malson 1972, 138 n. 10 (and 36); sec also g9 and 1804,

1
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o8 3. Psammetichus’ Children

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 formuy.
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 Dissof
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.®® 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.1495-1551), 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.*' 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 Gera 2000, 22-8.
** See Borst 1960, iii/1. 1142; see too 1387 and 1961, iii/2. 17§2. See too Launay
1980, 412-13 (who refers to Mexia as Pierre Messie).
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’f‘ The relation between language
ciety were favourite themes of the

consistency, and depth of insight.
and thought and language and so
Enlightenment.®* Such deliberations were part of an interest in the
wider question of the nature of humans, We have already seenntha
eighteenth-century thinkers sought to define the difference betw .
men and animals, and to determine the extent 1o which humansf;eﬂ
a product of culture rather than nature. Thug when Enlightenme::
thinkers turned to trials meant to discover the origin of lan
they were interested in the broader consequences of the inquirgyu:f;
in this respect they resemble Psammetichus, The Egyptian king
investigated the world’s first language in order to resolve the
weightier question of Egyptian primacy. He performed his linguis-
tic experiment because he was unable to come up with any other
means of establishing the identity of the world’s first people
Subsequent ancient versions of the trial will preserve this emphasi;
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 of
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 language
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.*
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 question
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

* Aarsleff 1982, 147.

** See Formigari 1974; Schreyer 1978, 15—17; Aarsleff 1982, passim.

* [nHdt.'s phrasing ofrwes yevoiaro aparoc (2. 2). £ad Apoll. Rhod. 4. 257-a6ac
calls this the question of who were ywyevsis; other scholiasts (e.g. L vet. Ar. Nub.
398d; £ Tzetz. Ar. Nub. 398a) see it as a quarrel or contest between various astions
over dpyaidrys. See Vannicelli 1997, 210-11 for further discussion and referomces.

* See Aarsleff 1982, 163—4 and passim; Harris and Taylor 1997, 14450
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to humans. This meant that Condillac and his contemporaries
needed to acknowledge—or perhaps pay lip service to—the biblica}
concept of an original, god-given language before turning to theiy
own accounts of how language was invented.*® Here we see the
advantage of using Herodotus’ account of Psammetic.hus 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 instanFe, 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
(1746), 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—and 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 (Essat ii. 1.
1-8).

** See Formigari 1974; Schreyer 1978, 20-1; Ricken 1994, ch. 10.

*” See Launay 1980. Katz (1981, 134) terms Hdt. 2.2 ‘the classical testimony that
captured the imagination of early modern Europeans’, but adds that Psammetichus’
experiment ‘was for most early modern English scholars important but not conclu-
sive empirical evidence’.

** Compare Katz 1981, 135 who quotes a report on a French philosophical confer-
ence (1665) where it was argued that Psammetichus erred by using two boys [sic]. If

u boy end girl had been used, these French thinkers claimed, the girl would have spo-
ken first, because of women’s facility for speech.
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g the speech of isolated
sammetichus. The Egyptian

Condillac’s expectations concernin
children differ radically from those of P
king believes that language is innate, while Condillac is explaini;
the gradual evolutionary invention or creation of ]angua:eg
Psammetichus’ isolated children are real, yYoungsters of his time and
place, while Condillac’s imaginary ones live ‘sometime after the
deluge’, that is, Noah’s flood. Yet Condillac’s two children—a pajr
of isolated infants who are used to explore or retrace the first
language—clearly owe a great deal to Herodotus, At the same time
there are other influences 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 2 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
writer, Bernard Mandeville (1670~1733), also used an imaginary
‘wild couple’ in 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 the
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 Mandeville’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, may all lie
behind Condillac’s children, but in view of the wide and sustained
interest in Psammetichus’ experiment we can probably assume

* ‘I doubt not but if a colony of young children should be placed in an island
where no fire was, they would certainly neither have any notion of such a thing aor
name for it, how generally soever it was received and known all the world besides.’
J. Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1. 3. 11).

* He writes in Connoissances i. 4. 23 of a Lithuanian bear child; see Malson 1972,

38~40and 8o~1 for further references to wild children in Enlightenment writers such
a3 Rousseau.

°! See Schreyer 1978.
** See Mandeville in Kaye 1924, ii. 384—90.
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that Herodotus’ tale was the chief source of inspiration.*® Already
in 1578, the doctor Laurent Joubert (1529—8.3) interpreted the
Egyptian king’s experiment in a mannexi similar to Condillac’s
approach: he took bekos to mean that the c?uldren had created a new
language. Joubert saw Psammetichus’ children as a nuclear society
of two and suggested that the youngsters invented a language of
their 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, analysing 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 experiment already in the Dissoi 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 humanistand
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 progrés 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

* An acquaintance with 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. 1 above, Launay 1980 (on 16th cent.); Katz 1981 (on 17th cent.);
Genette 1995, 367 n. 30.

°* See Launay 1980, 413-14.

** See e.g. ‘Mais les enfants qui seroient en teile compaignie, il est vraisemblable
que pour communiquer ensemble . . . il imposeroient des noms . . .. See Demonet-
Launay 1993, esp. 23-6; Launay 1980, 413 also has this quotation from Joubert.

** Aarsleff 1982, 148; Ricken 1994, 140; contrast Schreyer 1978, 17.
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speak widely differing languages. His intent was to see wheth
there was one or several original languages. This tria} would ovi::
information not only about the origin of languages, but ab‘:ut the
origin of ideas themselves, according to Maupertu,is *? Ten yea
later Samuel Formey, secretary of the Berlin Academy. will pr: i
asimilar experiment, involving two generations of isol;ted hum:":
In the first generation a dozen children of the same age are to be iso. i
lated, and cared for physically, but kept from any acquaintance wid;
speech or the arts of civilization. These children will grow, repro-
duce, and need to take care of their young. Formey argues t}’\at such
parents of the wild will not know how to feed their children letalone
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.'® 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’."®

*? Maupertuis’s 1752 Expériences métaphysiques, part of a larger work entited
Lettre sur le progreés des sciences in (Euvres (Lyon, 1768, repr. Olms, 1963) il. 429-30.
See Aarsleff 1982, 183-4; Grimsley 1971, 2 withn. 3.

% ‘Review of the Principle Means Emploved to Discover the Origin of Language,
of Ideas, and of Human Knowledge' (Réunion des principaux moyens employés
pour découvrir 'origine du langage, des idées, et des t des b )
delivered in 1762 and printed in his Anti-Emile (1763). See Stam 1976, 109 (and 278
n. 28); Aarsleff 1982, 191-2.

» See e.g. Discourse on Inequality i (Masters 1964, 120~1 = Starobinski 1964,
146—7); see also Stam 1976, 8o—2; Aarsteff 1982, 156-7.

1% Rousseau, Essay, chs. 1o—11. There is no such couple in Rousseau’s other out-
line of the beginnings of tanguage found in his Discourse—see above, Sect. 2.2

"t Smith in Brvce 1983, 203; the ‘Considerations’ subsequentty appeared 88 an
appendix to The Theorv of Mortal Sentiments. Smith was acquainted both with
Mandeville's Fable and Condillac’s Essei—see Stam 1976, 38-4a and Bryce 1983,
introd. 23~7 and 203 0. 2.
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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,'®? 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

%2 Bryce 1983, 204. Compare Arist. Physica 184°12—14: xol 16 woudla 16 uév mpitov
mpogayopeder mdvras Tobs Gvdpas marépas xai pyrépas Tas ywvaixas Sorepov 8¢ Sropiler
TOUTWY EXATEPOY.

t% See Smith in Bryce 1983, 219. Vico, Herder, and others also used children’s
speech as evidence for the development of language in primitive man; see Danesi
1993, ch. 3 esp. 65 ff.; Berry 1974, 136.

'% Yet there was an equivalence of sorts, in the 18th-cent. view, between children
and savages, i.e. primitive people (of old)—see e.g. Berry 1974, 136; Schreyer 1984,
333~4; Simone 1998, 206-8 and see further below, Sect. 5.2.
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n’s progress must be
ndants of Psammet;.
res, for even children
.arios, need to be cared
gin of language (1772),
e of two children lefg to
N such as these, Herder
How could they survive in
‘ y.be engaged in a mutual
. ?‘Of all this I understand nothing’

Herder states as a refrain, after outlining each stage of Condillac';

scenario.'®* Herder, as we have seen, views language first and fore
most as an act of cognition, and that must be why he has no use for;
primeval pair of children stirring one another to speech. He uses a
single primordial figure instead. According to Herder, a single
human invented the first word and this word serves as’an actgof
recognition (of a bleating lamb), rather than an act of communica-
tion. He adds, “The savage, the hermit living alone in the forest
would have had to invent language for himself, even though he ha:;
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 teach us anything about the origin of language, arguing that
aberrations are poor guides to a species as a whole.' Yet it is pos-
sible that Herder’s bleating sheep—the phenomenon which stirs the
first man to speech—owes something to Herodotus’ goats.'”’

some of these complex scenarios, the childre
monitored well into adulthood. These desce:
chus’ children can be very demanding creaty
of the mind, children found in imaginary scen:
for. In his prize-winning essay on the ori
Herder attacks Condillac’s theoretical ys
their own devices in the desert. Childre,
argues, must perish or turn into animals,
the desert? And how could they possibl
exchange from the first moment

Modern Versions of Psammetichus’ Experiment

There were many more discussions, analyses, and reworkings of
Psammetichus’ experiment in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies.'®® 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

"’.’ Herder in Gode 1966, g9~100. Herder is either unfair to Condillac or unsc-
quainted with Part i of his Essay—see Wells 1987, 35-6; Aarsleff 1982, 197-8.

** Herder in Gode 1966, 119 and 123 ff.

) ‘" Cf. Trabant 1996, 46: ‘Herder’s story is ¢ pletely and explicitly Adumic, snd

his Lamb is of course nothing else than the Agnus Dei.”

1" See e.g. Hewes 1976, 484—6; Borst 1960, iii/I. 1317: 1961, iiifz. 1447 and
1764-5; Genette 1995, xxxvii, 123, and 367 1. 30; Harris 1996, 9~10 snd 50-6 for ref-
erences to some of the more interesting instances.
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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 cy].
ture imaginable. Each of the four people have achieved the highest degree
of intelligence possible with respect to all the other denizens of their cyl.
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 reinvent speech tabula rasa
over many centuries of serendipitous happenstances?'®®

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 of the 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.''®

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.'?

' 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). .

‘' Thomason (1991, 248—9) 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.

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

''* See too Hewes 1976, 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 Psammetichys’
original experiment. Herodotus’ account of the experiment per-
formed by Psammetichus immediately left its mark upon Greek
readers. Indeed, the story may have been well known even before
Herodotus, for he records—and ridicules—an alternate version
This variant version, which as we have seen above, Sect. 1 may.
stem from Hecataeus, states that the children were raised by w,omen
whose tongues were cut out. It is interesting that more than one
woman is said to be involved: 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 BexkeséAnve ‘babbling prelunar idiot’, when referring
to Strepsiades’ primitive ways.""* The first half of this unique term,
Bexxe, 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

ail infant members of our species (and eliminating their elders, while still permitting
the infants to survive and grow up) would obviously set hominids back to square one,
in spite of the superb cortical and vocal tract adaptations our ancestors have evolved
forus.” Also Hewes 1976, 493: ‘I doubt if the progeny of a hvpothetical pair or group
of present day Homo sapiens sapiens protected from any contact with an ongoing len-
guage system, would re-invent speech in less than many thousand generations, and
the attainment of a gestural system might require most of that time.”

' Sommerstein's translation (1982, 49 and 182). The second half of the word is
thought to be a variation on the epithet mpooédpos meaning older than the moon.
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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, 14
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 clas-
sical literature 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 (327¢€) and the Alcibiades (1. 110d-111a).
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 1, and the author of the Dissor Logos 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.''*

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

'** See Vannicelli 1997, 209—12 for a convincing demonstration of this point and
vee Golden 1995, 11-12,

"% See further below, Sect. 4.3.
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dren learn to speak
riod and the answer
c speakers is one that
up speech from theiy

aired at the time.""® The problem of how chit,
clearly interested the Greeks of the classical pe
supplied by the Dissoi Logoi and by the Platon;
we too would accept, namely that children pick
environment, without conscious learning or a specific teacher.!!?
What Psammetichus does in his experiment is to remove the g;
vironment, the surrounding society, from which children normallll-
learn language. The king then expects to hear the world’s ﬁrst——a.nz
innate—language. What would the author of the Dissoi Logoi, and
the Platonic Protagoras and Alcibiades expect to hear ,from
Psammetichus’ 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, if ﬂu;
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.'*® In the
Dissoi Logot 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 2 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. 2) the author
stresses the relative value of customs and practices, and points out
that what is considered seemly by one ethnic group is considered

""* See Harrison 1998, text near n. 151, who finds in Herodotus’ discussion of the
relationship of languages and Psammetichus' experiment ‘the half-digested frag-
ments of a broader Greek debate’.

. " See e.g. Pinker 1994, 39-45; Crystal 1997, 236—7. Crystal mentions the
significant role played by ‘motherese’, but notes that special child-directed speech is
not found in every culture.

""* Pace Lloyd 1976, 5 and cf. Harrison 1998, text near nn. 150-1. Harrison points

out that in the Cratvius (4256—4268; cf. 4a1d) some barbarien words are said % be
older than Greek.
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inappropriate by another. Thus—to cite one of his more sensational
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 (Disso;
Logoi 2. 13). This sophistic author is eager to point to the two sides
to every question in his Twaofold Arguments, and his hypothetical
linguistic trial leads to the conclusion that languages—Tlike 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 1n solitude could not
have acquired the faculty of speech. Propter quod infantes a mutis
nutrictbus fussu regum in solitudine educati, etiam si verba quaedam
emisisse traduntur, tamen loquend: facultate caruerunt (10. 1. 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.!!* 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

"'* Or this early language, if not actually Adamic, was thought to be well formed,
structurally regular, and capable of expressing the highest concepts, as in Friedrich
Schlegel’s depiction of Sanskrit—see Morpurgo Davies 1998, 68—9.
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reconstruct the beginnings of speech: if language was originally
developed by primitive, childlike human beings of a fairly limited
mentality, children can help reconstruct their ways. Psammetichus’
children, it should be noted, have a different role: they simply repro-
duce the world’s first language with no hint of the way that language
came to be. We shall see below, Sect. 5.2, that in Herodotug’
History, foreign languages are generally fashioned in accordance
with those who speak them. Yet Phrygian, asa primordial language

js not at all interesting or revealing: Herodotus does not character..
ize the language in any way and it seems to be simply an ordinary
civilized tongue of ordinary civilized people. We should perhaps
conclude from this that in Herodotus’ view, the world’s first people
were cultured, but essentially ordinary. The most outstanding qual-
ity of Phrygian, humankind’s original language, is a negative one,
pelying 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.! 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.? Accounts
of human progress are an important source for speculation on the
origin of language, 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,

! See above, Ch. 2, passim.

* Uxkull-Gyilenband 1924; Lovejoy and Boas 1935; Havelock 1957; Guthrie 1957
esp. ch. 5, and 1969, iii. 60-8, 79-84; Cole 1967; Gatz 1967; Edelstein 1967; Dodds
1973; Conacher 1980, 82—97; Blundell 1986, esp. ch, 7, all discuss ancient theories of
progress. (Gatz 1967, 144-6 presents a salutary warning about distinguishing too
sharply between these two models—a descent from a golden age and an ascent
towards civilization—and notes that a whole series of ancient writers make use of
both approaches in different writings; see too Blundell 1986, 105-6.
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questions which were not relevant to golden age accounts. Wag a
god, a man, or a group of men the source of human speech? Which
of thearts and techniques of civilization preceded the acquisition of
language and which came after speech? Was language acquired all a¢
once or only gradually, in stages? Where did words come from? In
this chapter we shall look at the wide spectrum of answers give;l to
these questions, answers found in 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 Kulturgeschichte texts, offering a hypothetical
‘historical’ reconstruction 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 development of language.’ Elsewhere, we find catalogues of
inventions or achievements which led to the improvement of man’s
lot. Such lists do not offer a connected or comprehensive history of
civilization, but at times the very order in which human achieve-
ments are enumerated can be illuminating.* Here too we sometimes
find reference to the invention or acquisition of language. We shalt
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 1967, 1~13 and 48~50 on the different kinds of progress narratives. Gatz
1967, 230—1 has a vast compendium of ancient references to primitive early men—sece
his I1a. 5-6. Blundell 1986, 129 n. 2 has a list of pre-Socratic cultural histories, while
Cole 1967, 506 lists later accounts.

* Compare Cole 1967, 50 n. 8 with Conacher 1980, 86 (and passim).

* See Allen 1048, 37: “The theory of a divine origin represents a more primitive
level of thought . . . since it calls for no intellectusl speculation.’
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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-Homeric 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.® 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 alanguage 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 craftstnan Hephaestus grants a human voice (a£87) 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

¢ Od. 2. 116-17;7. 110~11.

" Hymn to Hermes 39—54; Hymn to Hephaestus 1—7. See too Pindar, Pyth. 12. 6ff;
Aeschylus, PV 442 ff.; Eur. Suppl. 194 ff—the two tragedies are discussed below.
Further texts are cited by Kleingiinther 1933, 2639 and O’Brien 1967, 58—9 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 {woiow éoikdra duwirjecow
(Theog. 584) which Hephaestus fashions on Pandora’s golden tiara, Athena and
Hephaestus are also said to have built gold statues which sang (Pindar, Paean 8.
J0~1}.

* Eur. Hec. 836~40 (with Z); Plato Comicus fr. 204 K.~A. See Kassell 1983;
Morris 1992, 220 ff.; Steiner 2001, 142-3.
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15t ile Hermes gives Pandor: i ;
(adS), Whll(.e i 4 a voice (¢wwiy) t :
Jies and deceitful tales. This seems to be a3 new, s;zc)iﬁ(:;ilelt:;f with

language devised by the gods (Erga 61 fl.; see above, Sect. 2 3)

Hermes

Hermes is, in fact, the god most often credited with the inventi
language. As the messenger god, he is frequently associated“:::':}f
speech, commumcat.lon, and interpretation. Hermes is found .
thresholds and pivoting doors, and is instrumental in relating in ":in
and outside, including giving external voice to internal thoughts;-le
s also offered the tongue in sacrifices.!" Hermes’ very namegis . ;
to form one of the words for speech, for éppmrela means the ex| urs:
sion of thoughts by words.'? A ‘leader of speech, ruler of wise vf:ices’.
and the ‘interpreter of logos to mortals’, Hermes is a master of com:
munication who is also an expert in devious, persuasive speech.!?
The god not only equips Hesiod’s Pandora with lies and deceit; ixe
uses duplicity in his own affairs as well. In the Homeric Hym;; to
Hermes 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 (407e-
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 Epujs—or the god’s alleged
original name Eipéuns—from the words eipew (to speak) and éuroaro
{devised), since Hermes devised speech (3s +¢ eipew dujoare). It is
worth noting, incidentally, that it is the namesetter or vopolérys of

" See G.smbarara 1989, esp. 89—91; Padel 1992, 6-8; Vernant 1983, 128-30; Allen
1048, 37 wnth. n. 4; Kahn 1978, esp. 155~6. Eustathius tells us that in sacrifices the
anue is dedicated to Hermes as 2 bestower of speech ds Adyou Sorim (Zad Od. 3
332). -

:: S::’,e‘g. Xen. Mem. 4. 3. 12 and the further references in Sedley 1973, 6o.

Yhaoons dyepoviia dodis Bdvropa dwriis (Nonnus, Dionys. 26. 284); Aépes
bryroion mpoiira (Orphic Hymn 28. 4. )

19;‘9 : idman and Pantel 1994, 196—7. See too Detienne and Vernaat 1978, 41; Clay
,HIo~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 Cratylys
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 (425d)."*

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.'® Diodorus Siculus provides evidence for Hermes as
an inventor of language. In the first book of his Bibliotheca (1. 10ff.),
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 of language, mathematical calculations, and the division of the
calendar.!’

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

'* 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
(397¢) Socrates himself allows the possibility that some words originated with a
superhuman power; see Baxter 1992, 42—3.

'* See Gambarara 1989, 89—g1 (with notes on g6) and the further references there.

'" See Plato, Phaedrus 2:74c—d; Philebus (18a ff.), where Theuth is said to invent
writing and several other things, but not language; see further below, Sect. 2. Burton
1972, 77-9 brings some relevant Egyptian sources on Theuth’s inventions. Cicero

(De Natura Deorum 3. 56) points to Hermes’ identification with Theuth and men-
tions his invention of laws and letters.

' m ydp robrov mpdirov udv 7y e rowdy Siddexrov Siapfpwbivac xai moArd rdv
rwripwy ruyeiv mpoanyopias, Tiv T¢ ebpeaiy rav ypappdrwy yevéofar Diod. 1. 16.
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Diodorus’ reference to a common language and the coining of
names to mean that the god invented language as well, but this point
is moot.'* Elsewhere in his work, Diodorus refers again to the tradi-
tion that Hermes invented words and speech, only to reject the
claim.?® Horace, too, describes eloquent Hermes, who brings lan-
guage as a means of civilizing primitive humans.?!

Some of the strongest bits of evidence for the ancient view of
Hermes as an inventor of language are negative, Philodemus, appar-
ently criticizing the Stoic Diogenes of Babylon, states that no pious
person (oddeis edoefis) believes that Hermes invented speech.?? The
second-century CE Epicurean, Diogenes of Oenoanda, argues in his
long philosophical inscription 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 (mepspars
ydp atrn ye ddoAeoyia 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 of language.) It is worth noting that in none of
these texts—with the possible exception of Diodorus 1. 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 (Fabulae

' Cole (1967, 1089, 185 with n. 26) argues forcefully that in this passage Hermes
does not invent or articulate language per se. What he does do, according to Cole, is
create a common koine for the Egyptians, who already have many dialects, and expand
their vocabulary by coining new words for objects which have no designation.

* Diod. 5. 75; compare too 1. 43. 6: the Egyptian priests say that Hermes was the
inventor of the arts and technology. For more of Hermes’ inventions and discoveries,
see the sources cited by Thraede 1962, 1196 and i1220~1 and the discussion i

Kleingiinther 1933, 29—31.

? Mercuri, facunde nepos Atlantis qui feros cultus homs r voce fe
(Odes 1. 10. 1-3); compare too Ovid’s reworking of Horace's stanza (Fast. 5. 663-8).
Inthe Satires (1. 3. 99 fi. ), Horace describes humans as developing language on their
own; see below, Sect. 3.

¥ Philodemus, De Musica iv, p. 105 Kemke = SUF i, fr. 9o, pp. 234~5 (Diogewes
of Babylon). .

¥ See too Anthologia Latina 2. 1528 (=Carm. Epig. 1528), where Hermes is
termed the inventor of money and giver of speech lucri repertor et sermonss dater, and
the further references cited by Nisbet and Hubbard 1970, 127-9.
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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.**

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 1s 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
Supplices, 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:
aived 8’ 8s Huiv Blotov éx medvpuévov
kal Bypubdovs Gev Siearabprjoaro

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,
medupuévos and Oypusdys, confused and beastlike, are key words,

* Gatz 1967, 162 notes the likely influence of the biblical tale of the Tower of
Babel here; see too Rose’s comments ad loc. in his edition of the Fabulae and see too
below, Sect. 2 on Phoroneus.

* In some anthropogonies—e.g. Archelaus DK 60 A4—early men are barely dis-
tinguished from animals; see further Blundell 1986, 79-80. (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
beginnings first circulated in the third quarter of the sth cent. There are, however,
earlier, 6th cent. references to man’s progress—most notably Xenophanes fr. 18—
and the discoveries made by men in the history of civilization; see too the references
collected by O’ Brien 1967, 50-66; Kleingiinther 1933, 26—9. For general discussions
of these progress passages see the bibliography cited in n. 2 above.
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recurring in other progress accounts. These words, along with
another favourite adjective draxros, disorderly, may have been
found in the very first description 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 for
granting the arts of civilized life, including speech, to men, but the
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 is
more commonly associated with narratives in which it is human
peings 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:

mpdTov pév évbels adveow, elra 8’ dyyelov

yAdooay Adywv Sots, Bore yeyvdokew dma

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 (mpdTov pév dfels otveow); thought precedes
language and is a prerequisite for speech.?® Next, speech allows us to
communicate our thoughts to others in words (efra 8 &yyedov
yAdooav Adywv Sois). Intelligence then comes into play again, so that
we understand what is spoken (&o7e yiyvaroxew éma).*® If Euripides’
tragic hero tells us that speech originated with a god, his description

* For meduppévos see Limmli 1962, i. 63 ff. and the passages cited by Diersuer
1977, 29 n. 24. For Onpuidvs see the references in O'Brien 1985, 265 n. 5 and Dierauer
1977, 28 n. 17. Davies 1989, 18—19 with n. 5 brings further uses of &raxres.

" See Conacher 1980, 88—go esp. n. 16.

* Commentators note a similar link between speech and intelligence—and its
absence in beasts—in Euripides’ T7o. (671~2): xairoe 16 fypiesdes ddboyydv v’ & fuw-
éoer 7’ dypmoror 7 dioer 7e Aeimerac (Yet an animal is voiceless by nature, lacking
intelligence and wanting in its nature).

* For this interpretation of Suppl. 203—4 see Collard’s exceilent analysis in his
commentary ad loc. (1975, ii. 163). Collard rightly stresses that the two lines form »
rounded unit. ‘Intelligence is given that we may think, speech thet we may comsna-
nicnkte thought in words: the process in reverse sllows comprehension of what is
spoken.’
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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.’®

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
(443-71, 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 (épvpov eixj
wavra PV 448-50).

They are witless (vymiovs dvras 443) and without judgement (drep
yvaduns 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 (évovs énra kal Ppevisv émmBdrovs
444). The second gift found in the Supplices is language, and while
we are not actually told that Prometheus goes on to grant humans

3 See Gatz 1967, 149.

' For the problem of the date and authenticity of the PV see e.g. the useful survey
in Conacher 1980, 141—74; see too the brief discussion with further bibliography in
Griffith 1983, 31—5. The Supplices is usually dated to the 420s; see Collard 1975, i.
8-14.

’* See the useful detailed comparison of the two passages in Conacher 1980,

88-go.
* Clay (1989, 114-16) notes that in the Hymn to Hermes the young Hermes
encounters a slow-witted old man (lines 92—3), who seems to represent a primitive
phule of human existence, pre-agricultural and pre-palitical; the hymn’s old man is
reminiscent of the early, uncomprehending humans of the PV
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3
d witless early
metheus takes
of their eyes or
g (xAdovres ofx

speech, this is implied by our text. The confused an
humans certainly seem to lack language before Pro
them under his wing. They do not make proper use
ears: they look in vain and hear without listenin,
Fovov 448); this latter expression seems to imply that they do not
comprehend speech.’* If Prometheus does not explicitly state that
he gave humans language, he does tell of his gift of two more
advanced skills which are associated with—and certainly require—
Janguage, the arts of number and writing.

wal pipy dpibudv, éoxor codropdrwr,

e'§17,13pov :161:0?5, yeappdrwy te owvbéoers

pvijpny dmdvraw, povooptrep’ épydyny
And indeed I discovered for them number, outstanding among subtle

devices and the combining of letters as a means of remembering all things
the Muses’ mother, skilled in craft. (PV 459-61) e ’

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 Pl 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 of further 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

™ The expression in lines 447-8 BAémovres EBAemor pdryy, xAvovres ol fcover i
apparently proverbial—see Griffith’s note ad loc. (1983, 165)—but the varistion of
the verb in line 448 xAdorres olx fxovoy may nonetheless point to the fact that before
Prometheus first brought men speech they neither li d to—nor comprehended-
words. See Dierauer 1977, 32 n. 4 (and compare 40 1. §).

** Thus Collard 1975, ii. 162 (ad Suppl. 203—4); see Havelock 1957, 57 and
Gentinetta 1961, 79 n. 1. Kahn 1981, 103 suggests that language is not -
because it does not constitute a techne.

* See PV 11011, 2§3-4, 612—13; O'Brien 1967, 60~4.
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needs. When the god states at the end of his speech ndca. Téyva,
Bporoiaw éx ITpoundéws (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.*” It is not unlikely, then,
that the catalogue of Promethean gifts in this section of the PV is
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 wp@ros edperijs, Palamedes. Palamedes is described as an
inventor from at least the sixth century BCE onwards: Stesichorus
already knows him as an inventor of letters.*® He is no less a culture
hero than Prometheus in classical Greek literature, and the two
resemble one another in their resourcefulness and inventiveness.*®
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 1983, 166—7 (ad 450-506), 177-8 (ad 506);
O’Brien 1967, 60—4.

* Zryoixopos . . . rov Hadawidny ¢noiv edpyrévas [sc. ma oroyeia] (PMG 213).

** For the relation between the figures of the two culture heroes, Prometheus and
Palamedes, see O’Brien 1967, 60—4; Thraede 1962, 1198—9. Kleingiinther (1933, 28
and 82) contends that Palamedes first became known as an inventor in 7th cent. Argos
and was originaliy known for his invention of weights and measures. Phillips 1957
suggests that the figure of Palamedes stands for Minoan arts which were inherited
and developed by the Mycenaean Greeks.

* For Palamedes’ inventions see e.g. Gorg. Pal. 30, Alcidam. Ulix. 22, and the
further references cited by Wiist 1942, 2505~8.

*' See in particular Aeschylus, Palamedes fr. 182a 111 Radt (transmitted as a
scholion on the invention of number at PV 459 rai puijp piludv . . .): xai piy radryy iy
lﬁp‘ww Tarap#dy mpoaipper [sc. Aeschylus)- fows 8¢ xareivos imé rob IpopnBéws épabs
radra.
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a speech by Palamedes in which the human hero enumerated his
discoveries and inventions.*

A fragment from a Palamedes tragedy underlines the resem-
plances between Prometheus and Palamedes. The hero tells how
he brought order to the Greeks by introducing them to the use of
aumber.

érevra maons EAdSos xal fvppdyar

Blov duprno’ vra mpiy meduppévor

Bnpoiv 8’ Suowov mpdira pév Tov wdvoodor

dpifpov opne’ éfoxov dodiopdraw
Then I ordered the lives of all of Greece and her allies, which had previous-
ly been confused and beastlike. First of all, I discovered all-wise number,

outstanding among subtle devices. (Adesp. fr. 470 Nauci = Acy
Palamedes fr. 181a Radt)*’

Palamedes’ description of the art of number or arithmetic (GpeBudw
... &oxov codropdrw) is identical with that of Prometheus in the PV
(459), 2nd he uses the same key phrases to describe the chaotic and
animal-like life of the Greeks and their allies fior . . . meduppivor
fnpoiv 8’ Gpowov which we have found in the accounts of pre-civilized
man in both the PV and the Supplices (above, Sect. 1 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—and 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
npditos edperis 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. 522d), 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 along,

“ Thus Sommerstein 2000, 121~z with n. 8, who thinks that the P}’ was written
decades after Aeschylus' Palamedes, the source of inspiration for Prometheus’
speech; compare Kleingiinther 1933, 83. )

* For discussions of this adespoton fragment and its attribution, see O'Briea 1985,
712 with n. 32; Sommerstein 2000, 121—a; Conacher 1980, 9o with am. 17-18.

* See the remarks of Phillips 1957, 276—7.
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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 nota
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
invention 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 (274c-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 animals—see Pl. Tim. 39b and [Pl.] Epinomis 978¢. Speech, of course, is
another such marker.

* See e.g. Gorg. Pal. 30; Soph. Nauplius fr. 432 Radt. In later sources, such as
Philostratus’ Heroicus (33. 1), Palamedes /s 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 1987, 280~1 n, 21 and see immediately below.

** See e.g. Theophrastus, Peplos fr. 735 (Fortenbaugh); Plut. Quaest. Conv.
738¢—f; Hyginus, Fab. 277 and the further sources cited by Wiist 1942, 2506 and
Jeffery 1967, 1957 with n. 10.
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arithmetic, .geometry, astronom.y'—-as well as games, draughts, dice,
and, most important of all, writing.** In the Phaedyus Theuth is
rermed a god, a daimon (r_mte Twa Bedv . . . G Saipon 274¢), but else-
where in Plato his status is more fluid and Socrates is uncertain if he
jsagodora divine man (eire 7is feds eire xal feios dvBpwros Philebus
18b). 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 (360aff.), there are men to provide food,
shelter, clothing, and the other essentials of life.* 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.).*' The Athenian Stranger of the
Laws does not attempt to go back to the earliest existing state to trace
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 before

* P, Phaedr. 2740-d. See Ferrari 1987, 280—1 n. 21 and Nightingale 1995, 143-54
on Palamedes and Theuth. .

* Uxkull-Gyllenband 1924, 20 suggests that Plato’s ‘city of pigs’ wes infeenced
by Protagoras.

" See Cole 1967, 97-106 for a detailed analysis of this passage.
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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 Prometheuys.
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 BCE, 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.** 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.

** Compare the myth of the Politicus (268e fI.; see above, Sect. 2.1) where men
begin fully grown and fully intelligent, with the world revolving under divine guid-
ance. After a while, the god releases the world, and men gradually lose all memory of
divine order. Do they lose language as well?

* mardpa Bomrav dvBpdsmaw Phoronis fr. 1. See too wpérov dvBpwmov yevéoBa
Acusilaus FGrH 2 F 23a and see Plato, Tim. 22a.

** Paus. 2.19.5; 2. 15. §; Hyginus, Fab. 143.
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He invented huts for shelter and introduced the
coats and the eating of acorns. Pausanias, whil
accomplishments, suggests that others must hay
same time, for Pelasgus could hardly have been 2
jects.** There are other first men who introduce
civilization—Deucalion for instance is said to have founded cities
puilt temples, and been a firstking after the flood—but none of thesc,
named heroes is assigned the invention of speech_ ¢

Not all Greeks saw themselves as descendants of first men and
some, most notably the Athenians, described their origins in
another way. They viewed themselves as autochthonous, created or
arising from the earth. Perhaps such first, earthborn men come to
light equipped with language, but Greek is nowhere presented as an
autochthonous tongue.*’
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3. THE GREAT MYTH OF THE PROTAGORAS

Let us return to Prometheus. Prometheus of the PV bestows upon
humans a whole series of arts, with the power of speech apparently
following upon his very first bequest, that of intelligence. In the
famous myth of the beginnings and evolution of human society,
attributed 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 (riv évrexvov codlav otv wupi Prot.
321d1-2). 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’ Supplianis and
the faculty of reason given by Prometheus in the PV as a first gift.*
Inthe two tragedies, the gods continue to grant men further arts and
abilities, including speech, but Protagoras’ Prometheus simply

* Paus. 8. 1. 4~5.

* Apoll. Rhod. 3. 1086—9. For some further first men and culture heroes soe Sikes
1914, 27-9 (with notes on 105); Guthrie 1957, 21-8 with notes on 112~18; O’Briea
1985, 274 with n. 44.

*" See Loraux 2000, esp. 47-8.

* Itis impossible to determine the extent to which the sophist Protagorss’ own
ideas and writings underlie the myth narrated by the Platonic character ‘Protagorss’.

Seee.g. Morgan 2000, 136 with n. 4; Havelock 1957, 407—9 surveys earbier M
debate. ** See Guthrie 1957, 88— 1969, Wi é5.
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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.

Fredy) 8¢ 6 dvlpwmos Belas peréoye poipas, mpdrov uév did v 10l feo
ouyyéveiar {pwv pdvov Beods évdpioer, xal émexeiper Buwpols Te Spteabar al
dydApara Bedv.

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 (ai8as) which men will acquire only later, when Zeus bestows
the political virtues (Prot. 322¢). 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’.*° 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.
Vico speaks of a ‘divine . . . language expressed by wordless religious
acts or divine ceremonies’, a language preceding articulate speech.

** Vlastos 1956, ix-x n. 11; see Guthrie 1957, 88~g with 141-2 nn. 10~11; Kerferd
1981, 168. Renehan 1981, 2512 collects passages in later authors, from Aristotle
onwards, which stress that man, alone of all the animals, shares in the divine.
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gpeech itself was inspired by fear of the heavens, according to
Vico.#' Others, too, cont‘end that recognition of the
awe of the heavenly bodies lay at the very foundation of language.
According to Max Miller, language began with a first sign—a
graphic sign, rathelt than a gestu.re or a sound—meant to refer to
men’s very first object of worship, the sun. The intuition of the
divine, implanted in humans by God at their very creation, was
given different names by different peoples in Miiller’s view. (Itis
potsurprising that Miller, a scholar of Sanskrit—the ancient Indo-
European language used in a great body of religious texts—sought
to link language and religion in this way.)*?

Another theory is that language was invented by men of religion.
The Soviet linguist Nikolai Marr (1864-1934) suggested that the
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.)** In our own time, Eric Gans, uti-
lizing the work of René 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
mantras or ritual chants which accompanied the performance of
rites: speech originated when meanings were attached to mantras,
by chance.®* 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 undechie
language. He sees the development of symbolic thinking—and con-
sequently language—as growing out of ritual practices.*

numinous, or

' Vico, New Science, 929; 177; 447; see above, Sect. 2.2.

*2 See Gans 1999h, and Olender 1992, ch. 5.

* See Beaken 1996, 3—4. 106—7; Robins 1990, 229-30.

* See Gans 1981, esp. 10~13, and 19994.

¢ See Stasl 1994, 35802 and compare Burkert 1996, ch. ¥, eap. 18-90.
* Deacon 1997, see too Knight 1998.




130 4. The Invention of Language

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.®® 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 of language. Both in the PV (484—99) and in
the Supplices (211-13), 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 1. 66—98), 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 (mepl dioews) 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 well.®> 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,

*” Seee.g. Lieberman 1998, 8o—1 and 139 and see the further references below, nn.
79 and 151. ¢! Leakey 1994, 1090-12.

*® See Lucretius, DRN 5. 1028ff., 1161 fl. and Diogenes Oen. frr. 12, 1620
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. Hdt. 75~7
for a similar sequence of a discussion of religion following upon an analysis of the ori-
gin of language.
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itis up to humans to nurture the natural development of
these accounts, for the tranquil and self-
who haveno real role in the world, do not
of civilization.”

In general, once language is removed from the real
the source of speech, a universal aspect of human civilization, must
be explained. When European thinkers of the seventeenth ce,ntu
became dissatisfied with the belief that language was of diviz
ancestry and was granted to humans by God, they turned elsewhere
inorder to account for the origin 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.”’ Richard Simon, one of the earliest scholars of modern
biblical criticism, cites Epicurus, Lucretius, and Diodorus of Sicily
on the beginnings of language, when he attempts to refute the idea
of a God-given language in his Histoire critigue du Vieux Testament
of 1678. These classical writers provided Simon with a bass for a
natural explanation of the origin of language. Simon, incidentally,
also used the writings of the Church Father Gregory of Nyssa when
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.”” 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.” 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 argumentin
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’,” Sussmilch

m of the gods,

” For the Epicurean gods see above, Sect. 2.2 withn. 75.

" See de Grazia 1980.

™ Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium 2. 253—4 (p. 287 Jaeger).

" See Ricken 1994, 134—9; Eco 1995, 86.

* ‘Versuch eines Beweises dafl die erste Sprache ihren Ursprang nicht vem
Mz:schen. sondern allein vom Schépfer erhalten habe’; the work was published in
1766.
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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 Sissmilch’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 itseif comes from
human creativity and ingenuity.

" Rousseau was similarly concerned with the relation between language and
thought, since, in his view, early humans needed words in otder 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.

'® See Stam 1976, 97-103 for a good summary of the arguments of Maupertuis and
Sissmilch.

" The essay question of 1769 was formulated in French: En supposant les
h bandonnés 4 leur facultés naturelles, sont-ils en état d’inventer le langage?
Et par quels moyens parviendront-ils d’eux-mémes a cette invention?

™ See Stam 1976, 111~27 for a useful discussion of Herder’s views.
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Building and Language

What of the suggestion in the Protagoras myth that building pre-
ceded language? Modern thinkers often assume that early humans
used tools and controlled fire—that is, possessed Protagoras’ gift of
iy &rexvoy goplav odv mupi—well before they turned to speech

Homo habilis, the tool user, and homo erectus, who used fire, preced;
the loquacious komo sapiens.” Language 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 fan-
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 combining
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.®

The most striking Western tale linking building and language use
is, of course, the biblical story of the Tower of Babel. Protagoras’
picture of pre-linguistic men constructing altars and statues of the
gods is, in effect, a reversal of the story of Babel. 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 Babel
myth, Wittgenstein outlines a simple builders’ language. Wittgen-
stein imagines a primitive, four-word language, with a vocabulary

™ On homo habilis and homo erectus see Bickerton 1990, ch. 6. For the vexed ques-
tion of the date of the beginnings of language and the likelihood that hewo erectas
already possessed language, see e.g. Beaken 1996, 123~4; Leakey 1994, 1iv, 125-9,
154-6; see too below, n. 151.

* Dion. Hal. De Comp. Verb. 6; Lucretius, DRN 1. 815-29; 912-20, ¢tc. See
Friedlinder 1941 and compare the discussion in the Cratyéas (434b~425b) on ferm~
ing words from primary elements (above, Sect. a.1). Aristophanes has 8 playful
description of the tragedian Agathon bending verbal timbers into shape and inthing

and gluing songs together ( Thesm. 52-4).
*' See Eco 1995, 16—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.** 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 fI.), says that since we cannot carry with us the things we wish
to talk about, we use words instead of things, as tokens (gdufola).*
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.

y . s . . -
énerra pwiy kai dvépara raxd Smpbpdicaro i Téxy

Next man quickly articulated speech and names through his skill. (PL
Prot. 322a)

Here, unlike the texts we have seen so far, it is human beings who
develop language, using the skills they already possess (777 7éyvp):
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

** 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 (111a—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 Alc. 111b11-c1.) See too the first words sup-
posedly taught by Diogenes of Oenoanda’s hypothetical schoolteacher (fr. 12 Smith;
below, Sect. 5).

* See Whitaker 1996, t1 withn. 5.
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puman inventor of speech and men apparent]
rogether ina joint.ef’[ort. No coherent theory of the development of
anguage is provided here and the process is summarized in a
difficult, succinct .phrase: man articulated speech (Povyy .
5‘,,P09a30a70) and (invented) names (xai dvduara). We can under-
stand, perhaps, that Protagoras’ brief description encompasses two
different facets of the invention 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 speciﬁx;
objects. ™ Speech, we learn from this passage, is created through
sound and meaning: 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.* 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 (1. 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.

38

y develop language
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onpaivew mdvra dAAjAots & éBovAducla.

While all animals have tongues, the gods have made the human tongue
alone capable, by touching different parts of the mouth at different times, of
producing articulate sounds and signalling to one another whatever we like.
(Xen. Mem. 1. 4. 12)

% See the discussion of Ax 1984, 96-102, 114-15, who recognizes that the word
dvdpara in our passage implicitly refers not only to the physical articulstion of speech
but to semantics——i.e. assigning a meaning to words—as well.

* See Ax 1984, 98. Interestingly. the absence of reference to articulated speech in
Eur. Suppl. 203-4—see above, Sect. 1—has led Scaliger and other scholars to conend
line 204b to s yeywrionew dmi (or §ma) i.e. & god gave humans speech ‘that we may
speak out clearly’, in place of the transmitted text dore yiywwoxew owa 'SO.M we
might understand discourse’. See Collard 1975, ii. 163 (ad 203~¢), who rejects the
conjecture. N

" See Ax 1984, 96—118; Dierauer 1977, 31~4: Limmli 1962, i. 81~ 1. 150~2
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Diodorus, in an important passage to be discussed below (Sect,
5), describes the voices of early men as meaningless and confused
before they begin to articulate words (see Tis dwvis 8’ douov xa}
ovykexvpéms obons . . . Sapfpolv Tds Adbes Diod. 1. 8. 3). Both
Xenophon and Diodorus mention the peculiar human capacity for
signs (oquaivew Xenophon; ¢wwis 8’ dafjuov 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 more
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,** while Xenophon, in a later section of the same chapter
of the Memorabilia (1. 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.®
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 lonian tradition—that men,

(notes). Lammli brings further ancient references to the role played by the tongue,
palate, and teeth in producing speech. Dierauer 1977, 12 with n. 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.

* Thus Limmli 1962, i. 81—4, and ii. 150~1 esp. nn. §83 and §85, who compares,
among other ancient parallels, the discussion in the Hippocratic mepi oapxdv 18 (xiii.
200 Joly), 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¢ yAdoaa
.. mowel cadmvilew. v 8¢ uf ) yAdiaoa dpfpoi . . . odx & cadéws Sadéyoiro, GAN’ 7 ékaora
diaes 1d povépwra). LEmmli (i. 81—4, 136-41) also points to the analogy between
creating orderly speech out of confused sounds and the more general fashioning of
arder out of chaos which is commonly found in Greek cosmogonies.

* xai wpds dAddous ridévras adufora Diod. 5. 8. 3—see below, Sect. 5.

* For other early discussion of the relative wisdom of animals and men, see
Lovejoy and Boas 1935, 38¢~91; Dierauer 1977, chs. A and B, esp. 31-5.
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jike other animals, originally derived from earth and had the same

diet of slime, but living creatures were subsequently born from one
another. Men were then separated from animals and established
eaders, cities, laws, anc.i arts, that is, civilization. Anim:
have the capacity to think (vois), according to Archelaus, but some
use it more slowly than otherg"‘ Archelaus not only discussed the
origins of man and the evolution of civilization: supposedly he was
the first one to state that sound (or voice) is due to the concussion of
4ir.® This analysis of the physical production of speech may have
been part of a discussion of the beginnings of language, found in a
survey of the development of civilization. Archelaus may also have
discussed the relation between words and the objects they denomin-
ate, for he is said to have contrasted nomos and physis, convention
andnature, when speaking of justice (see further below, nn. 108 and
115).” While modern scholars have very different assessments of
Archelaus’ significance and originality, it seems safe to say that
Archelaus discussed the invention of speech by men.”

als, like 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 Promethens
Vinctus, 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 ré dAoya (PL. Prot. 321¢1), mute
or irrational creatures.”® Since men are equally speechless at this
point in Protagoras’ tale, we can either take ra dAoya as pointing
ghead to the future differentiation between speaking men and

* DK 60 Ag4. 5—6; compare Ax. 17.

" mpibros 8¢ elme Puwis yéveow v roi dépos whjéw (DK 60 Ar. 17). In fact,
Archelaus was not the first—see DK 59 A106, where Anaxagorss, Archeless’
teacher, is said to have described sound as a product of collision of air.

* DK 60 Az: Apxdaos . .. €ddfale 9 Sixaiov xai aloxpov ov dvoe clvme, EAM vipes;
see6o A1, 16 for a very similar statement. .

* See Limmli 1062. i. 824 (with notes in ii. 151-2); Ax 193¢, g6-8; K 1981,
102-3; O’Brien 1985, 276 with n. §3. .

* See Prot. 321c4: d . . . dMa {pa and compare 334b1 where the phrest Sonep
bypiov dloyiores ‘like a beast, irrationally’ is used. See O’ Brien 1985, 173 and Morgen
00, 140~1 withn. 15.
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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
(321d—322a). 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.
322b) 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. 3.2) 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 humnans 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 dpfeémeia and Sp8iys dvoudrwr, correct diction and the correct-

* Note in particular the direct contrast between xai éobjras xal Smodésess xal

(ﬂpw;mis -+ . nbpero(3222) and rov 8¢ dvbpwmov yvuvdv e kai dvunddyrov xai dorpwrov
33I1c).
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ness of names.”” We know that Protag.o.ra{s distinguished the three

genders of nouns (DK 80 A27) and criticized Homer for not using

gender correctly: the poet ma_kes the wo?d Hiws ‘wrath’ feminine,

rather than the more appropriate masculine, Protagoras complains

(DK 80 Az8). Protggora.s, then, engaged in an analysis of the

proper use of w.ords in a literary context, ‘attempting to make lan-

guage grammatlcally neater or more effective thetorically.” Did he

deal with the correctness 9f names more generally, arguing that

words should reflect meanings 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 single 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,
Heraclitus, 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.'” Since everything essentially consists of
opposites, names are always insufficient as a medium to convey
essences, but they do contain relevant information about one haif 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.

9 $phoéneia: DK 80 A26 (=Pl. Phaedrus 267c); dpbérys dvoudraw: DK 8o A2y
(=PL. Cratylus 391¢).

* It is possible that Protagoras thought psjwms should not be feminine because
wrath is a masculine trait, but perhaps his argument was based on morphology, aad
the form of the word is what seems masculine; compare Arist. Clouds 658 ff. See too
Gentinetta 1961, 24—34, who contends that Protagoras conceived of an original laa-
guage with a natural fit between words and things.

* See Classen 1959, 35 and compare Bett 1989, esp. 153-61; compare Pl C‘
185d—386a. See too Fehling 1965, 212-17; Baxter 1992, 147-51; Guthrie 1969, W.
04—9; Kerferd 1981, 68—9. Vlastos 1946, 53—4 withn. 19 (1993, 353-4) noves that
there. i no ancient evidence for Protagoras upholding the con ional theory of

nsming, ]
"™ See esp. DK 22 B48, B32 and see Sluiter 1997, 169-70; Sikes 1914, 63.
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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 ¢
large, together with a whole series of teachers educate the youngster
(Prot. 325¢—326¢). Plato’s Protagoras stresses the analogy between,
learning virtue and learning language from one’s surroundings
(Prot. 327¢—328a).'®" It is likely that once language was invented, 5
child was taught the meaning of words by her family and teachersin
much the same way that she was later taught to understand the more
abstract concepts of virtue. Protagoras explains that children age
taught moral excellence by example and demonstration, with par-
ents and tutors stating ‘this is just, that is unjust; this is noble, that s
base; this is holy, that is unholy’.'®> 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.!®* 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,
asociety 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.

1% 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-
ters it does not yet understand . . . 4 8’ edavpla Sidaxrés eimep wal Bpédos Siddoxerar
Myew drodew 8 dv pdfnow odi éyer. Note the drodew: as in the earlier Suppl. passage
(above, Sect. 1), language is a two-way channel for speaking and listening.

191 26 pdv dikaiov, T6 8¢ ddikav, xai 1é8¢ pév kaddy, 765¢ 8¢ aloxpdv, xai 768¢ pév Sowov,
8¢ 8¢ dvdoiov P, Prot. 325d.

'%* Compare the description of a child’s acquisition of language in the Dissoi Logoi
(6. 11-12): we learn to speak from our parents—some of us more and some of us less,
some from fathers and some from mothers. See too Diogenes of Oenoanda’s ironic

descriptionl of the way the alleged first teacher of language goes about teaching words
to the multitudes (fr. 12 Smith; below, Sect. 5),
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Neither a common tong‘ue nor a common enemy suffice to keep men
together in Protagoras m.yth a’m{ they need Zeus’ extra gifts of 4
sense of decency an@ J.ustlce (aidd re xai Sikny) in order to remain
together in ordered cities (Pn?t. 32_2b~<:)- Itis interesting—and puz-
ing—that divine intervention is needed to get societieg going,
while men were able to create speech by themselves, Language
seems to have been the creation 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,
a5 seems most likely, the words of their original language were con-
ventional, rather than natural. Yet these house-building men—who
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 (&vfpwmor Grovr omopddyy, méders 8¢ ox
faav Prot. 322b).'** 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).'"* 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

" Modern commentators try to resolve this problem in different ways. Taylor
(1976, 84ad Prot. 322b1) suggests that men lived at first in primitive social units, like

4 3 28! atfirsti
those of families, ‘since the development of such institutions as language . . . presup-
poses at least a rudimentary form of community’. See Kerferd 1981, 140, whou?n-
tends that language need not have been social in origin (but ‘oﬁers no ‘lteﬂ\lt“!
explanation of its source here); he thinks that Protagoras’ men did not necessarily five
inany sort of community at first; see too Kerferd 1953

' See Havelock 1957, 29, 94 and 192-3. Cale (1967, 71 n.2) notes the paraliel
Herodotean expressions yAwooar/dariy vouilew and dixmr vouilew, citing Hd‘; 5143
3242, 4; 4. 183, 4; 4. 106. See too Stam 1976, 107-8, who notes Hamann's mrh ,-
pretation of Aristotle, Pol. 1274°25-30, where Lycurgus, Charondas, and 0&:‘ h‘:
givers are mentioned. Hamann takes Onomacritus to be both the inveator -
guage and the deviser of laws.
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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. 3250-326¢). Plato’s Protagoras stresses the analogy between
learning virtue and learning language from one’s surroundings
(Prot. 327e—328a).'"" 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’.'”> 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.'** 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.

' 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-
ters it does not yet understand . . . 1 8’ edavdpia Sidaxrds eimep xai Bpédos Si8doxerar
Aéyew drovew 8’ dv pdbnow odx éxer. Note the dicovew: as in the earlier Suppl. passage
(above, Sect. 1), language is a two-way channel for speaking and listening.

"% 76 pév Bikaiov, 70 8¢ GBinov, Kal Td¢ pév xaAdv, Té8e 8¢ alaypdv, xai o8¢ pév Sorov,
768¢ 8¢ dviawov Pl. Prot. 325d.

'* Comnpare the description of a child’s acquisition of language in the Dissos Logos
(6. 11-12): we learn to speak from our parents——some of us more and some of us less,
some from 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 “

¥
Neithef a common tongue nor a common enemy suffice to keep

. > men

together in Protagoras’ myth a’nd they need Zeus’ extra gifts of 5
sense of decency and justice (aldd Te xai 8ixny) in order to remain
together in ordered cities (Prot. 322b-c). [tis interesting—and pug
Zing—that divine intervention is needed to get societies going
while men were able to create speech by themselves. Langnage'
seems to have been the creation 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—wheo
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 (&vBpwmor Grovy omopddny, médeis 8¢ odx
Joov Prot. 322b).'** 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 paralle]l 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 akind 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).'®® 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

g

1% Modern commentators try to resolve this problem in different ways. Taylor
(1976, 84 ad Prot. 322b1) suggests that men lived at first in primitive social units, like
those of families, ‘since the development of such institutions as language . . . presup-
poses at least a rudimentary form of community'. See Kerferd 1981, 140, who con-
tends that language need not have been social in origin (but offers no alternative
explanation of its source here); he thinks that Protagoras’ men did not necessarily live
nany sort of community at first; see too Kerferd 1953.

** See Havelock 1957, 29. 94 and 192-3. Cole (1967, 71 n.2) notes the paraliel
Herodotean expressions yAdaoar/damjy voui{en and 8ixyy vopilew, citing Hd!'. 1.142.
32.42. 4; 4. 183, 4: 4. 106. See too Stam 1976, 107-8, who notes Hamann's inver-
pretation of Aristotle, Pol. 1274°25-30, where Lycurgus, Charondas, and other law-
givers are mentioned. Hamann takes Onomacritus to be both the inventor of lan-
guage and the deviser of laws.
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quite arbitrary: other societies have different languages and differ.
ent notions of right and wrong. Here we come to the complex issye
of giois versus vdpos, nature versus convention, an issue which often
arises in accounts of the origins of human society.'® 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
aforce 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 (4lc. 1. 110d-112d). 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 Nicocles (5—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.

6': See Guthrie 1969, vol. iii, ch. iv, esp. 60~84; Kahn 1981, esp. 102; Bett 1989,
103,
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4 ! Juiv Tod melbew dAMHAov { Sndob 3
evopévov 8 v 70 meib "Aovs kai Sndotw mpds Huds adrove
Zyﬁou)maajyev, 0B pdvov 705 quaws Ly dmdddynper, dAg al ,5’} &y
nédeis prioopey kaivipovs f"fﬂf"a «ai réxvas elpoper, xai oxeddy dmavra 14 8’
Ay ue}tnxa"ﬂl“é”“ Adyos uiv ot & ouykatackevdoas.
Our ability to persuade one another and make clear w
only allowed us to escape from the life of wild beasts, but coming together,
we founded communities, fixed laws, and discovered arts. Speech is Wha;
established for us virtually all the things we have devised. (Nicocles 6)re?

One particular virtue of language mentioned here by Isocrates
our ability to make clear to ourselves whatever we like, reminds us’
of Xenophon'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 Memorabilia (4. 3. 11~12) is even closer to
Isocrates’ words here. The gods implanted in us a rational element
(Aoyroudv) 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
Isocrates, sees speech as preceding—and underlying—communi-
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.''? Several centuries later Cicero praises the pow-
ers of speech and persuasion in a fashion similar to that of Isocrates.
In the De Inventione (1. 2) we learn that early bestial men lived by
brute force with no religion, laws, marriage, etc. until a great and

hatever we wish not

197 This paragraph is reproduced in Antidosis 254. Slightly later in the Nicocles,
this praise of speech per se will shade into a discussion of rhetoric, the art of spesking
properly (16 . . . Aéyew ds d¢i Nic. 7), t.e. Isocrates’ real agenda. At Pameg. 48 whea
praising philosophy, Isocrates uses similar language (rodro udvor ¢ dndrraw rew Jeow
Biov dfupev éyorres) without really distinguishing between (1) the simple fact of
speech, (2) eloquence, and (3) philosophy.

19 Compare Sndotw 7pds juds adrods mept v dv BovAndauer (Isoc. Nicocles 6) with
kal onpaivew mdvra dMjrors & éBovAdueta (Xen. Mem. 1. 4. 12). Uxkuli-Gyllenbend
1924, 10-11 with n. 21 points to the parallel between Isocrates’ words dAd wal
oweMdvres moders dhxivaper xai vouovs éBéueda xal réxvas edpower (Nicecis 6) snd
Archelaug’ description of man's unique accomplishments xai vépovs xai réqves xad
#ddess kol 76 dAa ouré aryoar (DK 60 Ag. 6; see above, text near an. g~y

' 16 8¢ xal épuyvelav Sotvar, 8i° s wdvraw rav dyaliv ueradienés ve L
Sibdoxovres xai xowwvosper xai vopors ribéueda xai mokireuduete (Mem. 4. 3. 12).

" Busiris, passim; Paneg. 28-50; see Edelstein 1967, 85 and Guthrie 196y, ii. 8o
f.aand 83—4.
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wise man persuaded them otherwise. He assembled scattered men
and introduced them to useful and honourable occupations, [n
Cicero’s De Oratore(1. 8. 33-1.9. 37) we hear more generally of elo-
quence which gathered scattered humanity into one place and led jt
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.'!t
Indeed, in Cicero’s De Republica (3. 2. 3), we find reason (mens)
accredited with developing human speech (see below, Sect. ).
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
pecus) 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
of life.

Other classical thinkers doubt that society is so easily formed and
ordered. In a fragment of a fifth-century BCE 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.''? In a strik-
ing speech, Sisyphus describes a time when men lived without
order, like beasts (draxros . . . Bios xal fypwdys 1—2)""? 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

"' Compare Philo, Leg. Alleg. 2. 15 for a similar brief mention of wise men invent-
ing language: aodots Tots mparovs Tois mpdypact 76 dvdpara Bévras; see too Pl. Crat.
401b and 411b, and below, Sect. 5.

'"* ‘Critias’ TG7Fi. 43 F 19 (Snell) = DK 88 B25. Davies 1989 has a text, transla-
tion, and useful commentary which deals with many of the questions raised by the
fragment, including its authorship. See too Kahn 1997.

!"* Faor these two favourite keywords in accounts of early man, see above, Sect. 1.

Compare too the Palamedes adesp. fr. 470 Nauck (discussed above, Sect. 2) where
men are termed 8npuii8ys but clearly possess language.

3. The Great Myth of the Protagoras

1
gods existed in heaven v.vho could observe even covert acts and o
sh all wrongdoers. Sisyphus’ cynical speech sees convent:o\:nu.l
morality as resting upona deception perpetrated by asingle shrewd
man, who simply fabricates the race of gods. This individual takes
over the role of Zeus in Protagoras’ myth, bringing aidos and dike to
men by means of his imagined gods. It is worth noting that religion
s said to be the product of a sole inventor, while punitive laws were
established by a group of men.'** If Sisyphus were 10 go back and
describe the origin of language in his account of the development of
civilization, clearly he would assign the beginnings of speech to
humans, but would the inventor be a clever individual or a group of
men? And would the motivation behind the invention of language
be to introduce order and civility or to deceive (or perhaps to do
both)? In a sense, men are moral, according to Sisyphus, because of
words: the shrewd inventor of the gods uses persuasion and decep-
tion to introduce his very delightful and effective teaching (see
Sidaypdray fdioTov elanyiioato 25), hiding the truth with a lying tale.

Sophocles and Babel

We hear briefly of the human invention of speech in an earlier drama
of the fifth century, Sophocles’ Antigone. The outlook of the chorus
in the famous ode 7oAAd r& Sewd (332 fL.) is less cynical than that of
Sisyphus, but no less complex. In this choral song, 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 (332-53). The
chorus continue:

xai POéypa xal dvepdev dpdvmua kal doruvdpous dpyas ediddfare
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 of frost and rain (359-9).

The ode makes it plain that Sophocles shared with his contem-~
poraries an interest in the origin and development of civilisation.'"

' See lines 5-6. Davies 1989, 201 notes that the humans who invent laws are not
commended for their creation: it is only the i ious inventor of religion who i por-
trayed 88 a praiseworthy mpiros edpervs .

""* See e.g. Soph. Palamedes fr. 438 Nauck (=479 Radt); Neupbiss fr. 399 Nawck
(2432 Radt) and the further references cited by Nestle 1910, esp. 134-7. Segel 1981
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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 ar
of speech is mentioned here relatively late, only after the discovery
of navigation, agriculture, etc.''® In this very brief account, man jg
said to teach himself (¢8:8d¢aro) 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 (¢0éypa xal dveuder
gpovnua) are linked here, as in the later play Supplices (above, Sect,
1) and perhaps Sophocles is hinting at the inextricable bond
between reason and language. The third element mentioned in this
single phrase is doruvdpovs 8pyds, 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 too] 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.
12 = 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.’?'®

Sophocles’ ode presents the ambiguous nature of human ingenu-
ity and accomplishments, for the chorus go on a few verses later

discusses Sophocles’ exploration of civilization in his plays; see in particular 4, 52-9,
93-8, 133~7, 1616, 241-5, 33340, 392—9 on the role and status of language. Uxkull-
Gyllenband 1924, 10—11 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, 967, 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 é8:8d¢aro here. Jebb understands the verb
to mean that man developed speech ‘for his own benefit, by his own effort’ and
rewrites this as adrds éavrdy é8{dafe, i.e. ‘he taught himself by himself’, rather than
understanding that men taught each other—compare Griffith—but this seems a mis-
use of the collective singular noun ‘man’. See Schrijvers 1974, 358-9 withn. 6o.

"1* Steiner 1984, 254.

4. Fire and Language .
at. 365—71) to note that resourceful man can

fﬁﬂ. Observing the laws of the land and the 8°d8’:'ul::ti:;2 g::‘: :.; to
alofty city (Spémodss) but dwelling with evil will undo acity (& )u:o
Technology and the mastery of nature are at best two-edged i:::t 4
ments, according to Sophocles, and they can lead to overweenfu-
and terrible acts—to Sewd in the more negative senge. 117 These ml:lg
remind us of the message of the Tower of Babel: men—in the‘i:
pride—can lose their buildings and cities. The builders at Babe] are
of course, punished with the loss of their common tongue as well‘
and one of the lessons of that tale is that men need to Communicat;
freely if they are to build together. Dante has a compelling version
of the biblical story in his De Vulgari Eloquentia (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 (31. 67-81) we find that Nimrod is left without language
altogether, 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’ tiimodis dmodis—but 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.!*!

4. FIRE AND LANGUAGE

Inthe ancient world, we find a strong link between language, build-
ing, and fire in the writings of the first-century BcB architect and
engineer, Vitruvius. In his treatise De Architectura, Vitruvius
describes the development of early men, and he includes the discov-
ery of fire, invention of speech, and beginnings of building as part of

" See Griffith 1999, 179-80 (ad Ant. 332-75).

' See Genesis 10: 9-10. The depiction of Nimrod as master architect of Bebel is
found in both Jewish and Christian sources—see Babylonian Tslmud Aveds Zeve
s3betc.; Augustine, De Civitate Dei (16. 3-5).

"*' Again this story is found in both Jewish and Christian sources: Gensss Rebbed
38: 13; Clement, Recognitions 1. 30.
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148 4. The Invention of Language

his progress account. Indeed, according to Vitruvius, men learn tq
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. 13,
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 Prometheus the firebringer. In the PV
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

'** Anaximander: DK 12 Aro. Empedocles: DK 31 Bsz and B62. Protagoras
myth: Pl. Prot. 320d. See too e.g. the further passages discussed by Blundell 1986,
31-2, 39, 42-3, 56~7, 68—9.

' 8i8doxalos réxvns ndons Bporois médnye kai péyas mépos (PV 110-11;see too lines
7,233-4).

'** Pl. Prot. 321d. Compare Pliny, NH 36. 200, who, when discussing various
crafts and induatries, concludes that there is almost nothing that is not brought toa
finished state by means of fire (nihil paene non igni perfici).
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vabilia (4. 3), in.
of civilization, We

for living (678e-679b). Xenophon, in his Mems,
cludesa two-pronged outline of the development
have already seen (above, Sect. 3) Xenophon’s claim that ¢h
and language underlic the political and social apty; e oo O
Parallel role to fire as the source of the technologi'cal art:lg;,s a
Socrates says (Mem. 4. 3.7), is a partner in every art and eve, e
venience which people fashion for themselves; none of the iry ey
ant necessities of life is independent of fire.'* Bogh of these ;:ip?n-l
capacities—ﬁre and language—have been granted to men bgl:l:
gods, according to Xenophon, but men then use these gifts as a)l;as'e
to develop themselves further. Both in the Protagoras myth and 'Fs
the PV fire is not only a necessary prerequisite for the technical ar::
it also serves as a symbol of man’s participation in the divine,12¢ '
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, mip
regpucdv.)'?” According to Democritus, mind and fire are of the same
nature and the atoms of soul most closely resemble those of fire 128
Aristotle’s pupil Theophrastus again points to the many facets of
fire. In a short scientific essay On Fire (mepi wupés) 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 discovenes,
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.'*® Promethean fire is removed here from

125
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7o wp . . . owvepydr 3¢ mpds miaar réxyy xal mdvra Soa dfedeias vexa drfpame
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xeraoxeudfovrar . . . 0v8ér afibAoyor dvev mupds dvlpwmor Tw mpds Tov Plov XPROipaw

xaraaxevd{ovras (Mem. 4. 3. 7).

"** See Conacher 1980, 91; O’Brien 1967, 61-3 0. 17.

""" Heraclitus: DK 22 B118; B3o, Bgo, B64, B66, etc. Stoics on fire: Long and
Sedley 1987, 46 A-P (i. 274-9: ii. 271-9).

' Democritus: DK 68 A1o1; see too e.g. Guthrie 1957, 51. 59-60 and 132 n. 23.
Democritus is said to have written a work Causes of Fire and of the Things in Fire
(alriay mepi mupds xai raon év nupi DK 68 B1 1e), but the work may be spurious. See Cole
1967, 57 with n. 32.

::: % 00 mupds Pbais diairdras éxec Swvdpeis rav dmiiy De Igwe 1. 1.

; Fr. 729 Fortenbaugh: the treatise devoted to inventions and discoveries was
entitled mepi edpnpdrar (On Inventions) or perhaps wémdos (Robel—eee frr. 582,
728-36 Fortenbaugh. Oue fragment of this work tells of the invention of Jetvers (fr.
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its physical, technological use and becomes the blaze of philosophy,
thought incarnate.'** 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 intellj-
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 (réxvyw Adywr) by the Syracusan
Corax {fr. 736a-c).

' Compare Posidonius’ claim that philosophy—and specific philosophers—dis-

covered the arts and techniques of daily life (Seneca, Ep. 9o. 7, 11-13, 20-6, 31~2=fT.
284 Edelstein-Kidd).

'#2 Moschion is generally dated to the 3rd cent. BCE, but this tragic fragment (fr. 6)
contains clear verbal echoes of sth- and 4th-cent. progress accounts; see Guthrie
1989, iii. 81~2. For the practice of cannibalism by early humans, see too above, Sect.
2.4.

|
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inventiveness of Prometheus, or to necessity, or to the teaching of
g

nature (lines 20-2).
In a fragment of the comic writer Athenio, we find a to i
cheek passage on cooking as the origin of civilizati o ein-
there are primitive, beastlike men who indyl
clever man begins to roast the meat of sacrifici

Athenio, and cooking then develops in earnest, leading to a serj
of delicacies. Pleased men subsequently begin to live to. :te;"les
forming communities and cities,?*3 Athenio, a Greek forerufmerer}
Claude Lévi-Strauss, presents us with a playful exegesis of the rao
and the cooked. In Diodorus Siculus’ euhemeristic account of ear;v
Egyptian history (1. 13—16), it is Osiris, the third king, who brin, }s’
about the end of cannibalism. Osiris, together with his sister [sigs
introduces cultivated cereals.'** Hermes is said to have introduce:i
his innovations in language, writing, sacrificial practices, and music
during their rule (above, Sect. 1). Fire, on the other hand, was
invented by the very first king, Hephaestus, according to Dioélorus
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 BCE, 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 (dvdyxm) and need (xpeip), form the basis of
medicine according to the Hippocratic composition.'** Once again
itis 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:

ation. Here, too,
ge mn allelophagy, A
al cattle, according to

" Athenio fr. 1 K.~A. (= Athen. 14. 660eff.). Athenio’s date is uncertain, with
scil\:ﬂars suggesting the 4th, 3rd, or 1st cent. BCE; see K.~A. 1983, iv. 13.
": Compare Plut. De I5. et Osir. 356a.
" For an excellent discussion of On dncient Medscine as a document of caltural
history against the background of th-cent. accounts of the develapment of civiline-
tion see Jouanna 1990, 34-49; see too Blundell 1986, 178-80.




150 4. The Invention of Language

its physical, technological use and becomes the blaze of philosophy,
thought incarnate.’** 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 understang
that the physical control of fire by human beings came before and
led to their use of speech, as, for example, in Vitruvius’ account, byt
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 (réyimy Adywv) by the Syracusan
Corax (fr. 736a-c).

' Compare Posidonius’ claim that philosophy—and specific philosophers—dis-
covered the arts and techniques of daily life (Seneca, Ep. 9o. 7, 11~13, 20-6, 31—2=fr.
284 Edelstein~Kidd).

Pt Moschion is generally dated to the 3rd cent. BCE, but this tragic fragment (fr. 6)
contains clear verbal echoes of sth- and 4th-cent. progress accounts; see Guthrie
1989, iii. B1-2. For the practice of cannibalism by early humans, see too above, Sect.
2.4
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In a fragment of the comic writer Athenio, we
cheels passage on cooking as the origin of civili
there are primitive, beastlike men who indulge
clever man begins to roast the meat of sacrificial ¢
Athenio, and cooking then develops in earnest,
of delicacies. Pleased men subsequently begin to live togeth
forming communities and cities. ! Athenio, a Greek foreruxgmerer}
Claude Lévi-Strauss, presents us with a playful exegesis of the rao
and the cooked. In Diodorus Siculus’ euhemeristic acco o
Egyptian history (1. 13-16), it is Osiris, the third king,
about the end of cannibalism. Osiris, together with his sister Isis,
introduces cultivated cereals.'** Hermes is said to have introduceci
hisinnovations in language, writing, sacrificial practices, and music
during their rule (above, Sect. 1). Fire, on the other hand, was
invented by the very first king, Hephaestus, according to Diot’iorus
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 BCE, 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 (dvdy«n) and need (xpein), 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:
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' Athenio fr. 1 K.—A. (= Athen. 14. 660e ff.). Athenio’s date is uncertain, with
sci:ﬁlm suggesting the 4th, 3rd, or 1st cent. BCE; see K.-A. 1983, iv. 13.

. Compare Plut. De Is. er Osir. 356a.

™ For an excellent discussion of Om Ancient Medicine as 2 document of culrarsl
bistory against the background of sth-cent. ac of the develop of civilies-
ton see Jouanna 1990, 34-49; see too Blundeil 1986, 178-80.
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necessity is the motivating factor in their development. On Angien
Medicine includes a detailed description of the experimental proce.
dures which lead to the gradual development of human diet, but n
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 (108-15), a hymn assigned a date
between the sixth and fourth centuries BCE, the infant Hermes
invents a fire drill made of laurel and pomegranate wood. He is said
to be the first to transmit this technique (Epuss ot mpdiriora mupiia
ndp 7’ dvédwie 111). 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’ rcle 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 (®oifos)
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. 820ff. and see further
Detienne and Vernant 1978, 77-83. On Prometheus and Zeus see Hes. Theog. 561-9;
Erga 47-52; on the golden age, above, Sect. 2.3. X

'¥7 Hephaestus teaches fire arts: Istros FGrH 334 F 2. Apollo’s fire: Homeric
Hymn to Apollo 440—7. For the way the characters and skills of various gods are
defined in relation to their use of fire, see Detienne and Vernant 1978, 280-3.
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a first man, Phoroneus who is said to be a fireb
must have used his gift of fire when introducin
social life and founding the first community. In
ing to 2 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.'® Hellanicys
assigned the discovery of fire and of armour to the people of
Lemnos.’”® 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,!* Pliny immediately
adds that Prometheus is to be credited with the preservation of fire
inafennel 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.

the discovery or
d (above, Sect, 2)
ringer. Phoroneus
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terestingly, accord-

%* See West 1997, 315, who notes the suggestion that the early epic Phoronts
underlies this passage of Hyginus.

" FGrH 4 F 71b: & Arjurve mpditws ebpély 6 e mip xal af Smhovpyins. Compare F
71¢, where fire is not mentioned, and see Kleingiinther 1933, 127.

"** See Schilling 1977, 242—3, who not only notes the significant name wepooriys
but suggests that the name of Pyrodes’ father, Cilex, is a wordplay on the flint siice of
Pliny’s text.

' NH 7. 191-209; see esp. 192—3. Pliny does list a series of inventors whe con-
tributed to the ancient art of writing.

" Dio Chrys. Or. 6. 22, 25—9; see too the further sources cited by Cole t9$7, 158.
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necessity is the motivating factor in their development. On Ancien:
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 (108-15), a hymn assigned a date
between the sixth and fourth centuries BCE, the infant Hermes
invents a fire drill made of laurel and pomegranate wood. He is said
to be the first to transmit this technique (Epuijs To. mpitiora mupihia
wip 7 dvédwxe 111). 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 (Poifos)
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. 820ff. and see further
Detienne and Vernant 1978, 77-83. On Prometheus and Zeus see Hes. Theog. 561~9;
Evga 47-52; on the golden age, above, Sect. 2.3,

!*? Hephaestus teaches fire arts: Istros FGrH 334 F 2. Apollo’s fire: Homenic
Hymmn to Apolio 440~7. For the way the characters and skills of various gods are
defined in relation to their use of fire, see Detienne and Vernant 1978, 280-3.

4. Five and Language 18
3
of both fire and of lan.
c.ial form of language
tion between men ami
ecial language of gods
ods inventing, dispens..
guage, the way they do

sources dating to different eras—as a creator
guage, and Apollo, for example, uses a spe
oracular divination, to enhance communica
gods. There is also, as we have seen, a sp.
(above, Sect. 2.3). Yet we do not find the g
ing, transmitting, using, or preserving lan,
with fire.

There are human inventors associated with
spread of fire as well. We have already encountere.
a first man, Phoroneus who is said to be a firebr
must have used his gift of fire when introducing
social life and founding the first community. Inte
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.'*® 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.!* Pliny immedi;tely
adds that Prometheus is to be credited with the preservation of fire
inafennel 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.
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Y% See West 1997, 315, who notes the suggestion that the early epic Phovomis
underlies this passage of Hyginus.

B FGrH 4 F 71b: & Avpvep mpdirws €vpéthy 16 Te mip xal al SmAovpyiar. Compare F
71¢, where fire is not mentioned, and see Kleinginther 1933, 127.

" See Schilling 1977, 242-3, who not only notes the significant name wupossins
but suggests that the name of Pyrodes’ father, Cilex, is a wordplay on the flint sibice of
Pliny’s text.

"" NH 7. 191-209; see esp. 192—3. Pliny does list a series of inventors who con~
tributed to the ancient art of writing.

" Dio Chrys. Or. 6. 22, 25-9; see too the further sources cited by Cole 1967, 198
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2.4) 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 of language 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.'** 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.'**

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, (2) the ability to col-

'? Antisthenes: Diog. Laert. 6. 103; see too Dio Chrys. Or. 10. 16 and Philemon
fr. 96 K.—A. for negative evaluations of human reasoning (Sudvoia and Adyos respec-
tively) as superfluous. Contrast Diog. Laert. 6. 73 and 6. 24 where Diogenes the
Cynic is said to attach great importance to Adyos—speech and/or reason.

'** See Goudsblom 1992, esp. 1-3. He notes that modern anthropologists ignore,
at times, the pivotal role of fire in human civilizations.

** See Goudsblom 1989, esp. 162—3; 1992, chs. 2—4 and g. In ch. 6 of his book he
includes a survey of the practical uses of fire in ancient Greece and Rome.
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Ject, transport, and preserve fire, and (3) the deliberate kin,
gre. These stages are very similar to the scenario sug
Vitruvius.'** We have seen that according to Vit
Architectura 2. 1—3), fire has a natural origin, for the first fire which
humans will feed and preserve comes from tree branches rubbi;
against one another. These early humans, who overcome their feai
of flames and learn to appreciate the great advantage of heat then
add logs to keep the fire going. Here, Vitruviug’ humans of lor;g ago
g0 beyond using the gifts supplied by nature—beyond the kind of
action involved in sheltering in a cave or feeding on fruit—and
improve matters by dint of their own efforts. They also act as a
group, with no particular individual credited with the discovery or
preservation of fire. The fire-feeders then call in others, using ges-
tures (nutu monstrantes) to demonstrate the benefits of fire. Perhaps
these additional men are needed for gathering wood, for fire is more
easily preserved by a group.**” After men begin 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 phenomenog—
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.’*® 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 of language,
he does not tell us, in parallel fashion, how men reach the final stage
in domesticating fire, learning to produce fire at will.

Notall 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 archaeo-
logical evidence. The psychological argument is that only if

* Goudsblom (1989, 162—3) bases this model of the acquisition of fire on one out-
lined by James Frazer; see too Goudsblom 1992, ch. 1.

“? See Cole 1967, 32 and 35.

" Modern scholars do nat seem ta note these paratlels between the stages of
domesticating fire and those of language acquisition. This is especially surprising in
the case of Goudsblom 1989, an analysis of the close links between humans’ control
of fire and their capacity for communication.
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156 4. The Invention of Language

humans possessed some sort of language would they dare to con.
vince one another that fire could be approached and tamed. ‘It js
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.”'** Thijs
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.'*® 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.’*' 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. s5),
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. 1).”** There he states that fire

+° Bickerton 1990, 141.

1% See Hewes 1992, 16, who surveys earlier discussion and compare Goudsblom
1992, 13—14. Goudsblom 1989 argues that fire was conducive to the development of
language.

%1 See Leakey 1904, xiv (but see 129); Lieberman 1998, 80; Beaken 1996, 84 and
93—4; Goudsblom 1989, 164 and 1992, 17. See too above, Sect. 3.

52 Vitruvius wrote the De Architectura after 27 BCE, while the terminus ante quem
for Diodorus is 30 BCE; see Cole 1967, 15 with n, 1, 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. 1, 2, and 4 of his book.
Vitruvius mentions Lucretius and his contribution to knowledge (De Arch. 9, praef.
17).

'*7 On the relation between Diodorus’ two accounts of the beginnings of civitiza-
tion, see Burton 1973, 50—t and the further references below, n. 161.
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was discovered by a su.xgle individual, Hephaestus, whenali i
polt struck a tree and it caught fire (1. 13. 3). The man Hepghhmmg

enjoyed the flames, added wood to the fire to keep it going, and
then invited others to see the fire. Hephaestus was subsequ;ntl
rewarded for his discovery by becoming the first king of E tY
according to Diodorus. In this alternative, euhemeristic versiglpo;
the discovery of fire, Diodorus again disagrees with Vitruvius. He
Jocates the source of fire—alightning bolt—in heaven rather tha.n on
earth, and he has a single, named individual recognize its benefits
and discover the way to feed a fire, rather thana group. We first hear
of Speech—possibly the actual invention of speech by Hermes—
during the reign of the third king Osiris (above, Sect. 1),

Lucretius also discusses the discovery of fire when telling of the
beginnings of language and civilization.'** 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 of lan-
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 of language.

1 Lucretius’ account of fire is an appendix or footnote of sorts tacked on to his
earlier account of the origin of civilization in DRN §. 1011-28; he then continues the
progress account at lines 1105 ff.

'* DRN 5. 1091-1104. See Gale 1994, 177-8, who notes that Lucremdalinr-
stely plays with the idea of fire as a gift from h , replacing Prometheus with
thunderbolt,

Y DRN s. 1011~23. We will return to Lucretius’ ideas on the origin of lnaguage
below (Sect. 5: see too Sect. 2.2).
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158 4. The Invention of Language

§. MEN INVENT LANGUAGE TOGETHER

Vitruvius, Diodorus, and Cicero

Let us look more closely at Vitruvius® description of the develop-
ment of language. The passage is compressed and difficult: severa]
phrases can be understood in more than one way.'*’

In eoc 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 Architectura2. 1. 1)

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 coina
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-

'*" For various proposed emendations of Vitruvius’ text, see Spoerri 1959, 141-2
and the further references there.

1% Cole 1967, 63—7 suggests translating ex eventu fari 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.

'** For this interpretation of vocabula as articulate sounds rather than words, see
the convincing arguments and parallels—particularly Diod. 1. 8. 2—3 and Cic. Rep. 3.
3 (both discussed below)—adduced by Cole 1967, 60~1 nn. 1—2. If we take vocabula
tomean ‘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 of lan-
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
blocks. Neither of these interpretations is immediately apparent from Vitruvius’
text.

5. Men Invent Language Togethey
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yersations with one anqther. These talking, upright men then
tobuild houses, according to the author of De Architecturg andg:‘::
sequeﬂtly develop, step' by step, other crafts and disciplin;s

It seems safe to conjecture that the men of Vitruyiys' ;lccmmt
developed language because it was advantageous to do
are told that they found it beneficial to use and
and expediency—and not, for instance, a de.
tions—are the reason for Vitruvius’ original language. In this
account, language is developed by a group of people acting together
with both nature and chance playing a part in the process. Natun;
supplies humans with their ability to emit different sounds and they
learn to control and refine this natural ability in order to produce
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 sounds (see ut aptigerant) and the assignment of meanings
to words, the linking of signifier and signified (see ex eventy . . |
fortuito) **° 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.

$0, just as we
preserve fire. Utility
SIre to €Xpress emo-~

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 (1. 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 Bcg, 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 Anaximander

1 See, however, Spoerri 1959, 142 with n. 32 and compare previous note.

%' This progress account precedes his more detailed and rather different survey of
early Egyptian civilization (see above, Sect. 1 and Sect. 4). These two xccounts in
Diodorus on the development of civilization are seen by some scholars as contradic-
tory—see e.g. Spoerri 1959, esp. 162—3, 206—7. Cole 1967, 174~92 has & detailed
hypothesis on the original ordering and interweaving of Diodorus’ two accounts.
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§. MEN INVENT LANGUAGE TOGETHER

Vitruvius, Diodorus, 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.'*’

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 Architecturaz. 1. 1)

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 coina
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-

17 For various proposed emendations of Vitruvius’ text, see Spoerri 1959, 1412

and the further references there.

%3 Cole 1967, 63—7 suggests translating ex eventu fari 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.

** For this interpretation of vocabula as articulate sounds rather than words, see
the convincing arguments and parallels—particularly Diod. 1. 8. 2—3 and Cic. Rep. 3.
3 (both discussed below)}—adduced by Cole 1967, 60—1 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 of lan-
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
blocks. Neither of these interpretations is immediately apparent from Vitruvius’
text.
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versations with one anqther. These talking, upright men then goon
10 build houses, according to the author of DeArchitectum, and sub-
sequently develop, step by step, other crafts and disciplines.

It seems safe to conjecture that the men of Vitruvius’ account
developed language because it was advantageous to do 80, just as we
are told that they found it beneficial to use and preserve fire. Utility
and expediency—and not, for instance, a desire to express emo-
tions—are the reason for Vitruvius’ original language. In this
account, language is developed by a group of people acting together
with both nature and chance playing a part in the process. Natun;
supplies humans with their ability to emit different sounds and they
Jearn to control and refine this natural ability in order to produce
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 sounds (see ut optigerant) and the assignment of meanings
to words, the linking of signifier and signified (see ex eventy . . .
fortuito).'*® 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 (1. 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 Anaximander

' See, however, Spoerri 1959, 142 with n, 32 and compare previous note.

! This progress account precedes his more detailed and rather different sumyf:f
early Egyptian civilization (see above, Sect. 1 and Sect. 4). These two acoounts in
Diodorus on the development of civilization are seen by some scholars as mmndr.\
tory—see e.g. Spoerti 1959, esp. 1623, 206~7. Cole 1967, 174-92 has a detailed
hypothesis on the original ordering and interweaving of Diodorus’ two accounts.
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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 dig-
ordered and beastlike life (év drdxrew xai Onpicsde: Biy 1. 8. 1) and we
have seen that these are two recurring words in early accounts, 't
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

1¢2 See Havelock 1957, ch. 3 esp. 74—5 and app. toch. 5, 400—12; Blundell 1986, ch.
2; Guthrie 1957, 31—9; Kahn 1981, 100-3 and above, Sect. 3, on Archelaus.

t¢3 Compare in particular the opening of the Sisyphus fragment (draxros . . . fios
xal Bnpubdns 1~2) above, Sect. 3, with Davies 1989, 18-19. See too O’Brien 198s,
264-5 withn. 5.

'** Scattered and dispersed: omopdSyv P1. Prot. 322b; Diod. 1. 8. 1; coming togeth-
er: élfrou . . . dBpoileobar Pl. Prot. 322a; dfpoi{opévous Diod. 1. 8. 2; warring with ani-
mals: 7év 7@v Onpiwv méAepov Pl. Prot. 322b; modepovuévous uév Smé rav Onpiwy Diod. 1.
8. 2; 2rticula_1ting speech: duviy ai dvdpara . . . Seqpbpdoare Pl. Prot. 322a; Swpbpoiv
s Aééeis Diod. 1. 8. 3. See Morrison 1941, 9~10; Guthrie 1969, iii. §1.

'** 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, 140-1 n. 9; Kerferd 1981, 141 withn. 2.

*** Havelock (1957, 77-8) points to possible 4th- and jrd-cent. Bce influences on
this section of Diodorus, such as the use of the word & " hich he tr

a8 ‘substantive data’—and Diodorus’ division of the olxovpévy world into linguistic
areas.
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reach them to help one another (1. 8. 2). Their continued association
slowly brings aboAUt A% awareness of each other's characters
(émywibonew é Tob Katd pxpdy 7abs AAXidaww Témovs 1. 8. 2), Thig
gradual evolution of a social sense then leads to the development of
language. Diodorus seems to say here that society or at least 5 social
awareness of sorts precefies speech and calls it forth. If later thinkers
such as Rousseau conceive of speech and sociability as an insoluble
chicken-and-egg problem, with society necessary for the invention
of language and language indispensable for the formation of society,
Diodorus thinks that social sensitivities precede and lead to lani
guage."’ .

Or perhaps Diodorus is saying something else. While most com-
mentators take the word rdmous 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 rimous as ‘signs’ and translate ‘they presently
came to understand the signs they made to one another’.!¢* 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 (¢.240—-320 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, deinde
sermonis tnitia temptasse).'*® 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.!™

! See above, n. 75, and see Stam 1976, 81—2. The actual question of the chicken
and egg is raised by Plutarch as one of the topics of his Q. Symp. 635¢-638a.

1 Lovejoy and Boas 1935, 221 withn. 39.

' Inst. Div. 6. 10. 13—14. Spoerri 1961, 7g-81 with n. 83 notes the great similari-
ty between Diodorus and Lactantius, but thinks that there are no gestures in
Diodorus 1. 8; he takes rémous (75 . 68) to mean ‘(menschliche] Gestait’. Lactantius’
source is unknown, but may have been Cicero—see Spoerri 1959, 158 n. 8; Cole
1967, 64.n. 10. Cole (1967, 63—7) thinks that the accounts of Diodorus, Vitruvius, and
Lactantius contain traces of a theory according to which the very first act of compau-
nication was a non-verbal one, used in a crisis; this successful act then lod to the grad-
ual development of speech.

" Gestures in Lucretius: below, text near nn. 209~10; remote peoples: Sect. 5.3.
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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.!’’ 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 (1. 8. 5-8). Diodorus then concludes his
description of the advent of civilization by characterizing man as 3
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.'”® Diodorus adds a third ele-
ment, language, and sees these three unique endowments of men as
co-workers (ovvepyoi), 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

7t See Spoerri 1959, esp. 162, and 1961, 72, 77-8, who argues that Diod. 1. 8 is not
a consistent whole and is composed of two separate and incompatible sections, 1. 8.
1~4and 1. 8. 5-9.

"2 xabdlov ydp wdvrwy Ty ypelav abriy 8iddoxadov yevéobar rois dvfpdmos,
Sbrryovuévyy oixelws Tiv éxdorov pdfnow edpuei {dw Kal ovvepyods Exovre mpbs Gmavra
xeipas kai Adyov ai guyis dyyivorav (Diod. 1. 8. 9).

' Aristotle, De Part. Anim. 10. 687 Avataydpas pév odv ¢nor Sud 76 yeipas éxew
dpovipaisrarov elvar riv {huv dvBpwmov (= DK 59 A102; compare B21b). See too the
statement by Galen, De Usu Partium 3. 1 (= iii. 168 Kiihn) xeipas pév 83 pdvos dmdvrwv
{gwv dvBpumos éoyev, Spyava mpémovra (g oode. (Aristotle himself argues the
reverse, i.c. that man received hands because he is the wisest.) For the importance of
human hands see e.g. Xenophanes DK 21 B1s and the further references cited by
Dickerman 1909, 27—9 and Renehan 1981, 249. See too Vlastos 1946, 57 (= 1993,
336—7); Spoerri 1950, 148—52.
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their food off the ground. In consequence, humang would on}
shle to bleat or baa or moo, for they would not be capabie ot y be

Jate speech. It is thanks to hands, Gregory
speak. 174

Let us look more carefully at Diodorus’ description of the 8
by which a group of early men produce speech together. e

concludes, that men can

s ' ; yoy
s ¢wvﬂ§‘8 dodpuov xal ouyke)'(uuevns/ovm)s €x 7ol kar’ SAlyov Siepfpoy 7d
Mteis, xaL TPOS l’le']/\ovsA -rtosvTas obuBola mepi éxdoroy v 6::’2”",‘"’5
— oplow avrois morfoar T mepl dndvrwr éounvelay. Hee
From meaningless and confused cries by slow degrees they arti

f cula
forms of speech and by agreeing among themselves on expressions for ev:‘;
object in front of them, creaFed amutually intelligible mode of communica-
tion about everything. (Diodorus 1. 8. 3)1*

Diodorus’ primitive humans go from uttering senseless, confused
noises to slowly articulating sounds. At this stage, apparently, men
produce articulate, distinct sounds but attach no meaning to these
utterances. Next they begin to coin words together, agreeing upon
specific sounds, which serve as symbols or tokens for each of the
various objects they encounter.'” 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 (xai wpds dMrovs ribéras
odpBola), 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 relation
between word and object, not a natural fit. Diodorus posits a series
of first languages, rather than a single original tongue, and he thinks

'™ See Gregory of Nyssa, De Opif. Hom. c. 8 p.148d-149a and see Cole 1967, 40-2.
Dickerman 1gog, 15~17 esp. n. 1, brings a series of sources linking hands and speech
and notes that the two are ‘consociatae’.

'™ This translation is an adaptation of Guthrie 1969, iii. 81. For éayweias as com-
munication or speech see above, n. 12. )

'™ See Whitaker 1996, g—13 for a useful di ton of the of wipfaderin 2
linguistic context.
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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 (odx duddwvov mdvras éxew v SidAexrov, éxdorwy
s éruye owrafdvrav Tas Méfes 1. 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 ds érvye ‘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.'”’

Here it is worth looking at another account of the beginnings of
language, that supplied by Cicero in book 3 of his Repubiic, which
was composed some two decades before Diodorus’ Bibliotheca.'™
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.'’”®> 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 hominesque 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)

77 Compare Allen 1948, 36—7; Vlastos 1946, 52 1. 114 (= 1993, 353 n. 14).
" Cicero’s De Republica is dated to 51 BCE.
'7* divinus ignis ingenii et mentis (Augustine, Contra Iulianum 4. 1a. 60).
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Cicero’s early men, like those of Diodorus, use only conf;
inchoate sounds at first. Reason—presented here virtiall aedand
side, independent entity, rather than as an integral part ofyhas an out-
then sorts and distinguishes these noises 80 that me, hane—
articulate sounds. These distinct sounds are then formedlil roduce
which are assigned to objects as markers of sorts. Itis Wo:tt; Wo‘.'ds
that it is sounds which need to be sorted here and the questio n:ft e
sorting or classifying of the world, with its manifold ob'encts the
phenomena, does not arise. Language, according to Cicje,-o tﬁ
serves as a bond to forge ties between people and create 3 S(;c'
Cicero outlines a chronological sequence of (1) rational thou:g.
(2) speech, and (3) society, in this brief history of early humans. B ’
referring to the abstract mens as the impetus to speech—rather thaz
positing that language arose from a group of intelligent, rational
humans acting in concert—Cicero circumvents the difficult ques-
tion of how pre-social humans can create a language together, a
question raised, for example, by the Protagoras account (abo:re
Sect. 3). Society, in Cicero’s view develops only in the wake of lan.'
guage, while reason precedes speech.!®®

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 (dyamdwres Tis dvbpwnivms duvis 6 pavpor xad
émorfuov), stamping symbols on things that came into their per-
ception, so as to name and point out everything they thought of
{émBéuevor adpBola Tois els alofmow dikvouuévors s miv 10 voyley
doudlew xal Sproiw), easily acquiring thereby memories and

' Compare Cic. De Off. 1. 5o-1 where reason and spoech (neiie of svatis) are seid
w underlie human society.
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conceptions of an infinite range of things’.'*' Here, Dio not only
points to the role speech plays in expressing thoughts and percep-
tions; he also notes how thought and memory develop in the wake of
language.

Returning to Cicero, Diodorus, and Vitruvius, we find a strong
parallel between the stages leading up to a language as depicted in
these three authors'*>~—confused sounds, articulate 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 children 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.'®® The phyl-
ogeny of language found in Cicero, Diodorus, and Vitruvius is in
many ways parallel to the ontogeny of speech, as we know 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 attributing what they had observed of children’s acquis-
ition of speech to primeval man. Yet, the process of developing a
primeval language is plainly more complicated than that of a child
acquiring an already existing tongue.'** When words are assigned to
objects, it is not only sounds that need to be distinguished and
ordered: the objects, too, must be organized and classified. For
children, the world is divided up into segments by their parents, but
who classified 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 in front of
them—compare Diodorus’ mepi éxdorov rdv dmoxeyuévor 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.

'*' Dio Chrys. Or. 12. 28; the translation is that of Russell (1992, 179} in his
commentary ad loc. Compare too 12. 65 where Dio notes that men, lacking except in
relation to voice and speech, have an incredible wealth of language, giving names—
sometimes more than one—to everything they perceive.

'** See Cole 1967, 61 n. 2 for other ancient sources which list these stages of
language, most notably Hor. Sat. 1. 3. 103—4.

'** Bornstein 1946 is a very useful survey of the beginnings of infant communica-

tion; see too Aitchison 1996, ch. 8, and above, Sect. 3.2.
'** See above, Ch. 3 passim.
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Democritus, the Cratylus, and Conventionaligm
We have seen that Diodorus not only tells of ¢
stages by which early humans, taught by nec
put also touches upon the nature and creati
guages. Diodorus’ original languages are accidental, haphaz,
affairs, and many scholars trace this view of language ‘:vith Pt.s ar.d
trary (and imperfect) relation between name and oi)ject lb a;b‘-
Democritus.'** In his commentary on Plato’s Cratylys Pro’chfsc t 1t|o
us that Democritus saw names as conventional (Bs’aecl) rather t:a:
natural (¢d0e) and he cites four arguments made by Democrity
substantiate this claim: (1) the existence of homonyms, that i8 e
word for two different objects, (2) the existence of syno;lyms 01: t.:e
different words for a single object, (3) the fact that names can b:
changed at will, and (4) the existence of things for which there areno
words.'*® The comments cited by Proclus on the limitations of lan-
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 (427a—d) on the means to build words from basic elements
isinfluenced by Democritus’ atomism: the Atomists refer to letters
being like atoms.'** It is also worth noting that Democritus supplies
us with the earliest instance of the use of the word dAoya to refer to

he.gradual, successive
essity, develop speech,
on of names ip first lan-

'® See e.g. Guthrie 1965, ii. 473—5; see too 1969, iii. 206 n. 2 and compare Baxter
1992, 157-8 n. 241; Vlastos 1946; Cole 1967, 67—9. See too above for the alleged
influence of Democritus on Diodorus 1. 7-8.

"¢ DK 68 B26 = Proclus, In Cratylum 16. The four features are termed woAdopor,
lodppomoy, perdvupon, vdvupor respectively. Barnes 1982, 468-70 offers a different
interpretation of the intent and content of Democritus’ words here. For a modern
recasting of Democritus’ arguments, see Harris 1980, 103-4. Democritus also refers,
puzzlingly, to the relation between word and thing and the validity of names when he
describes the names of gods as dydlpara duvierra (DK 68 B142), variously transiut-
ed by commentators as ‘voiced images’, ‘statues with voices’, ‘images in sound’, and
‘speaking images’. The attribution of this fragment to Democritus may be a scribal
error—see Baxter 1992, 158 with n. 245 and Steiner 2001, 123 with n. 177. See
Guthrie 1965, ii. 475-6; Cole 1967, 68 n. 17; Barnes 1982, 468—70 for different inter~
pretations of this enigmatic fragment.

"*" Cultural history fragments of Democritus: DK 68 A75: At51; Bugq, Bise. See
too the further fragments cited and discussed by Havelock 1957, 115-84.

:;: Dl:" 67 A6. See Gentinetta 1961, 60-7; Kraus 1987, 164-7 and sbove, Sect. 2.1
withn, 36,
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168 4. The Invention of Language

creatures without speech (or reason), that is, animals, and this tog
would suit a context in which (early) speaking men are distinguisheq
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 namegiver, 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
vopolérys, dvoparobérns, 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

% DK 68 B164. 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 1924, 31; Havelock 1957, 118; Cole 1967, 110-11.

1% See Barnes 1982, 468—70; Baxter 1992, 15660 for two different suggestions on
the content of Democritus’ semiotic theory.

'°t See esp. Fehling 1975, 218-29. Pinborg 1975, 69—70; Barnes 1982, 466—7;
Sluiter 1997, 178—9 etc. also distinguish between these two questions.

'** The Pythagoreans are said to have been the first thinkers to have introduced
the figure of the namesetter or dvoparoBérns. Pythagoras supposedly gave the
second place in wisdom to the one who set down names for things (6 rois mpdyuact rd
Svduara Béuevos); first place is reserved for number. The Pythagorean inventor of
names, like that of the Cratylus, is an indeterminate figure—either a god, daimon, or
divine 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 per se. See Aelian, VH 4. 17= DK 58 Cz2; lamblichus, VP 82= DK 58 C4;
Cic. Tusc. 1. 25. 62 and the discussions in Kraus 1987, 39-40; Vogel 1966, 135-6,
218-20.

*" Crat. 438c; see 397¢ and 425d.
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often situated in the remoge
cesetters as well.'* The dis.

(t00) clever, or else groups of humans,
past. There seem to be barbarian nam
cussion in the Cratylus touches only briefly upon the earliest form of
(Greek) speech. We hear of primary names of an original lan,
which have subsequently been embellished and distorted.'ss g
words are said to have been first found in foreign languag'es be(;me
being adopted by the Greeks.'** None of this is set in any wnor;
social context in the Cratylus. We learn nothing of the namegive:,
motive or reason for inventing speech; there is no discussion of the
place of speech in the development of civilization; no talk of the
necessity or benefits of communication; no reference to the sur-
rounding circumstances and wider human community. As one
commentator puts it, ‘on the Craiylus view, the . . . name-giver
might as well have bestowed his gift on apes or peacocks’ 197 Plato’s
namesetter is no named mpd7os edpers, divine or human, who
brings a crucial element of civilized life to helpless humans: he is a
shadowy, abstract figure, virtually a convenient device to explain
our use of language.'®?

It is customary to use the contrasting terms conventional (#éoer)
and natural ($¥oec) when discussing both the origin of language 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: 389a, 404c, 424a, 431e, etc. Group: 4o01b, 418,
439¢, etc. Ancient: 397¢—d, 411b, etc. Barbarian: 390a.

¥ Crat. 418a—c; see 399a and 414c—d. In some passages of the Cratydus, frst
names are taken as simple, mote basic elements of language which underlie—logical-
Iy and not necessarily temporally—more complex words. See e.g. 421e~422¢ with
Robinson 1955, esp. 226 (= 1969, 106) and Anagnostopoulos 19734, esp. 318-25;
both argue persuasively against the idea that the Cratylus is concerned with the ori-
gin of language. Compare too Baxter 1992, 41-3.

1 Crat. 409d—¢; see 389d—e; 421¢; 425d—e.

" Barnes 1982, 468.

' See Kretzmann 1971, 128-9; compare Rosenmeyer 1998, 51-2; Robisson
1958, 225-6 (= 1969, 104~6).

% See e.g. Aulus Gellius 10. 4. 2; Ammonius, In Arist. de Int. 34, 158 (Bussek
Proclus, In Cratvlum 17. The latter two authors note that there is not always & sharp
distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘conventional . See too Alien 1948, 36-7, 523 and
Fehling 1963, 218 1.
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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 thig
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 of the
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.’*® 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 turnstoa
discussion of language.?®* 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:

... 76 dvépara é dpxis un Oéae yevésbar, AN’ avTds rds dioets Tdv dvlpdmuwy
xal’ ékaora vy Biua macyovoas 7y kal Sia AapPavoboas davrdopara Blws
76v dépa éxméumey oreMduevor V¢’ éxdoTwy Tdv mabaw xal v povracudrawy,
ws v more kai 1} mapd Tovs Témous TG éBvd Sradopa 7.
... 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)

10 Sedley 1973, esp. 17-23; Viastos 1946; Brunschwig 1994; Snyder 1980, ch. 1;
Long and Sedley 1987 all have useful commentaries. I have used the text—and ad-
apted the translation—of Sedley 1973; see too Long and Sedley 1987, i. 97 and ii. 98.

' For a discussion of the wider framework of cultural development succinctly

outlined by Epicurus in the opening of section 75 of the Letter, see Brunschwig 1994,
22~4.
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This is all that Epicurus tells us of the first stage of language, in
the sec ond stage, reason and convention play a part as weli accoxd.
ing to the Letter.

Jarepov B¢ Kowa"ig Ka.d’, é'x?ora é'ev\n 7a i -reeﬁvar. 7pds 70 1ds SpAdsoers Frrow
dudiBdrovs yevlsaﬂat GA’A"]AIG.LS Kal awTopwrépws Splovudvas rwg 8¢ kel o
wopdpera ,,po:-yp,a‘ra. eu/1¢€pov,ras' Tols owvelddras mapeyyvioa rwag $06yyovs-
sos (uev olv) avayxctoﬂev'r‘as ‘dvadwrijoat, rods 8¢ 76 Aoyrou édopdvous xard
Wy mhelorny alriav olTws éppryedoas.

Later words were coined jointly within each tribe in order to make desig-
pations less ambiguous and more succinctly expressed. Also the men who
were aware introduced certain unseen entities and brought words for them
into usage. Hence some men gave utterance under compulsion and others
chose words rationally and it is thus as 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 (rods {uév ofv) dvayxachérras
dvedwrioar), and it is only at a later age that humans use reason (rods
8¢ 76 Aoyropd €dopévovs 76).2°? 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.?®® 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 very 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

1 See Sedley 1973, 18-19 and 59, who compares—in addition to Lucretius 5.
1028 natura subegit (see below)—the fragment of the Epicurean, Dessetris
Lacon gdoe 8¢ rds rpitas Ty Gvopdray Gvadwrgoes yepovévas W (' k‘
1612 lxvii. 7-10). Sedley notes that dradwrioas is used of primitive, instinctive
speech.

 Bursting forth: Origen, Contra Cels. 1. 34=Usener fr. 334 Snecons and
groans: Proclus In Cratyium 16 = Usener fr. 335.
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172 4. The Invention of Language

moment of its emergence’? Perhaps.?* Long and Sedley have a fag.
cinating hypothetical outline of the three stages of language deve].
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.?°®
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 (385d—e). Epicurus turns this argument on its head and
contends that it is precisely because language 1s natural that we find
a variety of natural tongues. Climates, circumstances, and races
vary in different places, and divergent languages simply reflect the

** Thus Brunschwig 1994, 34, who makes use of the phrase dvépare xai fjuare

found in Diogenes of Oenoanda (fr. 12, ii. 13—14 Smith; see below, text near nn.
220-2) 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, 352-4)%
'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 includes only emotional cries with no words for exter-
nal objects. Compare the reservations of Cole 1967, 61 n. 3.

*** Long and Sedley 1987, i. 100. Their division into a basic and more complex
language reminds us of Bickerton’s discussion of protolanguages and his distinction
between pidgin and creoles; see above, Sect. z.2.

% See Vlastos 1946, 51-3 (= 1993, 352~4); Brunschwig 1994, 34; Cole 1967, 61-2.
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disparate, natural responses evoked by these varying factors of
environment, ethnic group, and surroundings. Diodorus explains
the diversity of languages as the product of different conventional
agreements reached in the w{arit?us earliest societies of men; Epi-
curus credits nature w1tb this diversity. The influence of climate
geogl’aPth and race on individual languages is a subject that wili
occupy European intellectuals of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Charles Nodier (1780-1844) is a notable representative of
this approach. He speaks of the transparent skies, swaying palm
irees, and cooing doves which influence 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 cataracts
lead to languages with ‘raw and clashing vocabularies’, according to
Nodier.2° 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. Epicurus,
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—oprecisely because he wants to explain
human accomplishments without allotting any role to deities. We
have already seen (above, Sect. 3) that early modern 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
inhis Treatise on the Mechanical Formation of Languages (1765) that

7 This passage from Nodier’s Notions élé ives de linguistique of 1834 is quot-
ed by Genette 1995, 122-3. Genette surveys these discussions of wht he calls
‘geomimology’, the flexibility of each language as it responds to thg locel clinate and
character of its speakers, in the writings of de Brosses, Gébelin, Roussess, and
Renan. Olender 1992 and Lincoln 1999 point to some of the more ssmster implics-
tions of the studies undertaken by 19th-cent. philologists, where rece and haguage
are linked.
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174 4. The Invention of Language

a ‘primitive, organic, physical and necessary language’ underlies a)|
existing tongues. Epicurus’ ideas on the origin of language were as
influential as they were original.**®

Lucretius

The most important extant Epicurean is Lucretius, and in book 5of
his De Rerum Natura Lucretius provides us with a detailed outline
of the 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 of language 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.?® The poet tells us that these early efforts at fash-
ioning asocial 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,

" See Harris 1980, 56~7, who quotes the passage from de Brosses. Stam 1976,
22~7 discusses the ideas of two additional ‘eighteenth century Epicureans’ who see
language as 2 mechanical invention, Pierre Gassendi and Julien Offray de la Mettrie,
the author of Man a Machine (L' Homme Machine).

° See Vlastos 1946, 53-5 (1993, 354-6). Compare too the modern theory of
Deacon (1997, esp. 401-8) that symbolic communication, and ultimately language,
arose through the need to represent a social contract.
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with men conveying their ideas to others by means of falter;
sounds and gestures. Some commentators think that these stam-
mers and gestures should not be granted the status of a language and
are simply a pre-linguistic form of communication, but the social
compact these men wish to create seems to Tequire a real means of
exchange.zm

Lucretius then points out how producing both sounds and ges-
tures are natural, instinctive acts for humans. Even children too
young to speak, are impelled to use gestures and instinctively point
1o things in front of them, Lucretius notes. Infants are innately
aware of their natural powers, he adds, just as calves are aware of the
use to be made of their incipient horns, cubs of their claws and teeth,
and young birds of their wings (1030—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 fortiovi: 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 diflerent sounds

(ro56—g0).2"*

19 Seee.g. Konstan 1973, 44—5; Long and Sedley 1987, ii. 100 for this stage as pre-
linguistic.

M See too above, Sect. 2.2. In this passage, Lucretius mixes Greek-derived words
(i.e. scymni) and Latin ones when describing the calves, panthers, and cubs of 5.
1034-8. Sedley (1998a, 56~7) suggests that this hints at the Epicurean argument that
humans naturally produce different sounds and | in different regh

2 On Lucretius’ use of ontogeny to illustrate phylogeny, see Schrijvers 1974, esp.
353-6 (on gestures).

™ Lucretius notes that animals make noises in response to emotions (semsas),
while humans react to objects (res) as well (e.g. 5. 1687-90). See Viastos 1946, 54 1.
16(= 1993, 353 n. 16; Schriivers 1974, 341 n. 11; Snyder 1980, 1920 snd see above,
Sect. 2.2, on the natural expression of feelings. behavi pere -

** Lucretius’ use of animals to explain human viour here seems um-
Epicurean; see Long and Sedley 1987, i. 64~5 for an attempt to justy this appreach
and compare Brunschwig 1994, 34.
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176 4. The Invention of Language

Language is created when the two innate abilities discussed by
Lucretius—designating objects and uttering different sounds ip
response to different stimuli—are combined. Lucretius ties to-
gether the two factors of sound and designation (or labelling) in 4
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—9)

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.?'* 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 of these 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.?'¢

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

X

See Sedley 1973, 18 and Snyder 1980, 16-18 and the further bibliography
there.

1% See Sedley 1973, 18 with n. 91 (who quite rightly points to the parallel between
DRN s. 1038-9 and 5. 71-2); Bailey 1947, 1490~1; Cole 1967, 61 n. 3; Snyder 1980,
16-22. Spoerri 1959, 137 argues for a single-stage first language.

5. Men Invent Language Together

L
(ora gesture) referentially, to representa concept—is one echoed by

modern researchers to this very day,”

Diogenes of Oenoanda

Some three centuries later, Diogenes of Oenoanda, another follower
of Epicurus, will continue to poke fun at the idea of a single inventor
of speech. In the second century cg, Diogenes erected a huge mural
inscription outlining the teachings of his master, Epicurus
Extensive fragments of Diogenes’ inscription have survived, and i;
is clear that he discussed both the origins of man (fr. 11 Smi;h) 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 aloom, Learning to weave s
according to Diogenes, a slow process which occurs over the passag;
of time. Weaving—or any other skill (régpm)—should not be
assigned to Athena or one of the other gods, he adds, for all technai
arise from needs and chance happenings, in conjunction with
time.*** This is a very clear statement of the view that men are
responsible for the progress of civilization with need, chance,
experience,’'® and time all playing a part. Next Diogenes turns to
the origin of language, where he vigorously rejects the idea of either
adivine or a single human inventor of speech.

kot 1w Phdvywy 8¢ évexer (Ayw 8¢ 7dv Te dvopdrwv kol Tav fudrwy, Sy
éroigoavro Tds mpditas dvadBévies of dnd yis divres dvbpwmor), prire rov Eppiv
mapadapBdvwper els Sidaoxaliav, ds pacly Twes (mepipais yap adry ye dde-
heayin), piire Téw didoaddwy moTedwper Tois AMyovor kard Béow xai Sidaxw
tmrefivar 7d Svéuata Tois mpdy[palow, &’ abriv éywolt onpeile THs wpos
[8]Mdovs évexa padias dmodnrdoews of dvlpwmor.

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 have

signs to facilitate their communication with one another.  (fr. 12, ii. 11-iv.
3 Smith)?®

37 Seee.g. Kendon 1991, 203 (and the passage he quotes there from Bickervon).

M ndoas [sc. réxras) ydp eyémmaay af xpeias xal mepirreioeis perd roi ypdven(lr. 12,
il 8-11).

" Perhaps Diogenes' mepirrdoes—see the quotation in the previous note—
should be understood as ‘experiences’, rather than ‘chance happenings'.

0 This is a ‘smooth’ version of Smith’s text (1993, 167~9) with no dots undut
doubtful letters, and with the supplement &xwoft onpeile, favoured by the majority of
scholars, rather than Smith's suggestion dywo{: ré .
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The most interesting phrase in this passage is that used ¢
describe the content of the first utterances by early humans, Svéuarg
xal pipara. Normally dvépara xal pijuara refer to nouns and verbs,
which would mean that Diogenes claims that early men speak ap,
articulated, well-ordered, syntactical language from the very stare,
Some modern commentators even make use of Diogenes’ phrase i,
order to elucidate the nature of original language described by
Epicurus, arguing that it was a well-formed language from the
first.??! Other scholars suggest that dvépara xai pjuara 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.?*? We have seen in the case of Lucretius how a natural lan-
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

' See above, n. 204. 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: donec verba, quibus voces sensusque notarent nomi-
naque invenere (Sat. 1. 3. 103—4 ; see above, Sect. 3). Verba clearly is pfuara, while
nomina is dvdpara; see too Snyder 1980, 21—2.

1 See Bollack 1977, 795; Smith 1993, 373 and 453 n. 8. Compare too Diogenes’
use of the expression 7ds mpdiras dvadfévéess which is used of primitive instinctive
utterances (above, n. 203).

¥ The text here reads dSivaror . . . a[uwayayeiv pév rwo 7 [ro]odde mhify &a

5. Men Invent Language Together

. i
about such an assembly, continues Diogenes, and even if the people
were assembled, how would the inventor of language go about
teaching others? Would he use a stick, like a 8¢

hoolmaster, and
ch object, saying, ‘this is to be cal « » o
touch ea ) e, led a “stone”, this “Wood”,

his “person”, or “dog”, “cow”, “donkey” . . . This section of the
inscription breaks off here, but enough has survived for us to see
how Diogenes elaborates Lucretius’ arguments against a single
namesetter. We find a similarly playful description of human beirfgn
being taught a first language in the writings of Gregory of Nysea
Gregory, who contends that God did not create language, wonden;
how God communicated some form of speech to humans. Are we to
imagine God—he asks sarcastically—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, toa
Church father—no less—ridiculing the idea of God granting speech
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 Adam names the
animals in a social vacuum, before Eve is created: Adam possesses

wixdlvovra (fr. 12, iv. 6~10). William (1907, 81—2) suggests that roodbe whily refers
to words, not people, and thinks that Diogenes’ argument is that at 2 time with ne
writing, no single person could remember the masses of words he invented and col~
lect them all together. For the difficulties raised by this interpretation, see Chiltoa
1962, 164-6.

¥ Contra Eunomium 2. 397, pp. 327-8 Jacger.

' For the semi-divine 3Orp!‘::us as 2 namegiver of sorts see DK 1 Big and the
Derveni papyrus xviii [xxii], 1-2; see to0 Cratylus 400c, 402a. Baxter 1992, 150-9
convincingly portrays Orpheus as who refashions and impe

guage, only occasionally introd new ; see too Gamb 1999, 33+
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speech even before human social intercourse is possible.??¢ Ip, yg
other progress narratives, thought is said to have preceded and leq
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 abj]-
ity to affix names to objects. Early humans encounter the physica
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.??’ Qther
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.??* Qutside
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

¢ Genesis 2: 19-20. See Harris and Taylor 1997, ch. 3, esp. 41-2.

?? Bee Demetrius, De Elocutione 94—6 and 220; compare Dion. Hal. De Comp.
Verb. 16; Dio Chrys. Or. 12. 68.

** Compare the discussion in Harris 1980, ch, 2, esp. 33—44.

3% tune et lingua suas accepit barbara leges (Manilius, Astronomica 1. 85).

5. Men Invent Language Together 3,
8y

invention of language is the brevity and 8pareness of th

Greek or Latin, prose or poetry, early or lat‘e"virtua]el accounts,
these narratives go much beyond the fact of afirst langug y “;n of
told that speech is granted to early humang or develoj:)edg :,' eare
but are given next to no information about the character o Y them,
of this primordial speech. There are no colourfy] scenari;s;:;rpon
humans yearning to express their thoughts, needs, desires efarlly
ings, and we have no real idea of what the first wor, ds of the’i ;)r eel-
coined speech would have been. The nature of humankind,ne;lay
language has proved no less elusive in these Progress narratj s first
it was in accounts of the golden age. ves than
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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 thing, lan-
guage and speech are virtually interchangeable concepts in Greek
eyes, for language is almost always discussed in 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. Another
assumption is that, outside of golden age society, speech is the
exclusive prerogative of humans. The possession of speech, Adyos, is
often thought to entail the capacity for rational thinking as well, and
logos is, according to the Greeks, a specifically human ability,
beyond the scope of animals. This chapter deals with a series of
creatures, human and animal, who seem to challenge these assump-
tions. These beings are capable of communicating, but do not doso
by means of ordinary speech. Most of these creatures possess some
form of language but do not speak; others speak, but do not havea
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,

' In fact language need not be expressed externally or used for communication; see
Lyons 1988, 147; Danesi 1993, 28.

1. Language, Speech, and Communication 1%
omparable to spoken tongues in its grammat;

:xprzssive power..z Communication—more spc:cli;;‘lll;m::im
communication—is much more limited than speech or langy
Communication may be vocal—e.g. a dog barking—but crea ;fe.
who communicate by means of sound do not necessarily posgees
language. The design features outlined by the linguist Charlss
Hockett in order to distinguish speech from the systems of commzs
nication used by animals are quite useful at pinpointing the mucl;
wider range of human language. Some outstanding features un; ue
to human language are ‘displacement’, the ability to tell of mat?ers
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.*

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 all 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. 2.4) that
Greek writers found the philosophical and moral questions raised
by communicating animals no less compelling.

? Seee.g. Crystal 1997, 222—7.

* For a critical discussion of Hockett's design features, see Harris 1980, a3-9¢
Crystal 1997, 400~1. Deacon 1997, chs. 1—4 is an illuminating discussion of the
unique features of human language.
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2. 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 wag
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 of long ago.® In Plato’s Cratylus
(397¢—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 (452¢) 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.

* Sikes 1914, ch. 1 (1—24) notes that while Greek thinkers made use of examples
from barbarians, they preferred to draw comparative anthropological conclusions
from animal life.

® See Thuc. 1. §-6 esp. 1. 6. 6: moddd 8’ v xal dMa mis dmodeifere 76 malardy
EXmpicdy Spoiérponra v viv BapBapidy Siarrdipevor. See the further references col-
tected by Tuplin 1999, 61 n. 38.

7 See too Laws 68ob (on political institutions). Vitruvius provides a Roman
instance of this approach. He contends that the primitive types of buildings still used
in Gaul 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 Plato’s Cratylus (425e—426a; compare
421d), where it is argued that certain Greek words were originally found in barbarian
Ianguages; see above, Sect. 2.1.

2. The Languages of Primitive Peoples

guages used by exotic peoples in Greek eth
clue, at times, as to how Greeks saw the ear

18y
lf}oerfaphy can provide a
1est form of language,
Non-Speaking Savages: Dogheads gng Fisheqters

The non-verbal languages of two primitive
Greek ethnography, the Dogheads and the Fisheaters, are part;
larly illuminating. Ctesias, writing at the beginning (,)f th: af:ll,c:i;
century BCE, presents a detailed picture of the Dogheads
(Kuvoxécﬁa/\ot) in his Indica.’ Ctesias was the first Greek autlrxea
devote an entire book to the marvellous people, places ﬂomortdo
fauna of India and while his Indica did not survive, »’ve do ,h::v
considerable remains—summaries and fragments—of the wm-ke
Ctesias tells us that the Dogheads or Kunokephaloi, are half.
human, half-canine creatures with the bodies of men ax;d heads of
dogs. They are black like other Indians, we are told, and have teeth
nails, and tails like those of a dog, but only bigger. The lifestyle o;‘
the Dogheads is also a provocative mixture of human and animal, or
natureand culture. They live in caves rather than houses, and do not
work the land, but hunt their food. They can only cook food by
broiling it in the sun, since they do not know how to light fires. They
also raise cattle and goats and drink milk. The Kunokephaloi sleep
outdoors, but on beds of dried leaves, and they wear skins of wild
beasts as clothing. They have intercourse with their wives on all
fours, like dogs, Ctesias tells us, and consider any other form of
sexual relations to be shameful. The Dogheads are the longest-lived
of any human race, living to be 160, or even 200 vears 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. Faraway peoples,
peoples who live at the edges of the earth, such as Ctesias’ Indians,
are generally of two very different kinds: they are either exception-
ally 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.'®

The Dogheads do not just defy ordinary ethnographical cate-
gories: they straddle the border between animal and human, aad

peoples depicted in

" FGTH 688 F 45. 37, 40-3; F 45p afly. For two very different approaches 1o (the
historicity of) Ctesias’ Dogheads, see Romm 1992, 78-80 and Karttuaen 1939,
18e-s. ' See Romm 1992, 80-1; Lenfant 1999, 306-13.
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their language, too, deviates from the normal division betweey
animal communication and human speech. The Kunokephalo;,
according to Ctesias, have no verbal speech but bark like dogs and iy,
this way comprehend one another (pwviy 8¢ Siaréyovrar ob3epiav AN’
dipbovras domep ives, kal obTw guvdow abréw Ty darip).'! Yet their
communication skills go beyond mutually comprehensible barking,
The Dogheads mingle with the Indians and understand the
Indians’ speech, even if they cannot respond inkind. 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
(M6 75 dpvyf xai Tais xepol kol Tois dakTdAois onpaivovew domep of
kwdol kai dAator). 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, evenif
they have no ability to articulate words.'? In this fashion, the
Dogheads, though speechless, are integrated into Indian society as
awhole. 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.'* The Dogheads

"' FGrH 688 F 45. 37 (note that adrav is an emendation). In the course of this sen-
tence, Ctesias (or perhaps his epitomator Photius) uses the word ¢y in two different
ways, first as speech and then as sound. See F 45p o (= Pliny, NH 7. 23) pro voce
latratum edere and F 45p y (= Aelian, N4 4. 46) xal $0éyyovrar pév 008év, dpvovras 8¢,
s ye pipv Tvddw daijs éralovar. See too Pelliccia 1995, 55-6 n. 89.

'* See Pelliccia 1995, 104 on this distinction between comprehension and vocal
ability and compare above, Sect. 1.4, on the similar position of Odysseus’ men who
are turned into non-speaking swine by Circe (Od. 10. 239-40).

'" Aelian, NA (4. 46): pwiuny 8¢ adraw [sc. of the Dogheads) é&v rois dAdyois
énomeduny, xal elxdrws: évapBpov yap ral ebonuov xal avfpwmivyy paviy odx Exovow. See

2. The Languages of Primstive Peoples

¥y
are a particularly illuminating instance of the v inpriaci
skills of various beings can reflect their overall ?Zv;ll\eofl'mcamuc
These creatures—with their beds of leaves, clothing from an.m'e,
skins, and food cooked by the sun—possess 2 bare minimum olfw
ilization. They do not quite build houses, weave, or cook, but t;l‘f-
lifestyle is more than a simple state of nature. Their cloth;ng of a:l :
(mal skins hides their nudity, butis not as sophisticated as the wovel .
clothing worn by others, they like to cook their food but cannot lj; h';
a fire, and their language is more than natural animal Communiia-
tion, but less than full-fledged speech.' Once again it is worth not-
ing the particular link 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, including lan-
guage, is still in the making. The rudimentary arts and techniques
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 actual lan-
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, uncivilized
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 BCE. The composition did not
survive, but Diodorus of Sicily and Photius provide extensive,
parallel summaries of Agatharchides’ account of the Fisheaters
(IxBvogdyor).'s The lifestyle of the Fisheaters is very simple. They

FGrH 688 F 45. 37 and F 45p (Photius and Pliny) and compare Aristotle, Hest. An.
2.8; Philostratus, 1it. Apoll. 6. 1. 2.

"* Compare the development of clothing—leaves and hides, plaited and feitod
clothes, and finally clothing woven on the loom—outlined by Diogenes of Oencands,
fr. 12; see above, Sect. 4.5. Ctesias tells us, incidentally, that the Dogheads obtain
finer clothes from their fellow Indians through barter (FGrH 638 F 45. 41=a)

"* See GGM i. 12941, frr. 31-49 = Photius cod. 250, 449a~451t: Diod. 318~
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188 5. Between Language and Speech

have neither cities, nor fields, nor the rudiments of technical arts,
They wear no clothes and hold wives and children in common (fr.
31). 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).

It 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.’® One group of Ichthyophagoi are said to
be particularly ‘insensitive’ (d¢mafeis). 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.'” Presumably Agatharchides thinks it unaccountable that
21. Burstein 1989, 37-8 notes that Diodorus is fuller, but Photius’ wording is closer
to that of Agatharchides. See too Jacob 1991, 133—46 for an excellent analysis of

Agatharchides as ethnographer; he notes that modern scholars consider
Agatharchides’ account fairly reliable and accurate.

'* Inarticulate songs: fr. 37: rais avdppows Gdeis dAMjAous Puxaywyoirres Diod. 3.
t7. 1;¢cf. yivovrar . . . mpos gdais dvdpBpors (Photius 450a10—11). Roaring cattle: mapa-
#Ajows . . . Tais dyéhais Tiw Podw, mavrwy Guwmiy deeévrwr odi évapbpor, dAAd Fyov pévoy
drmoreloioay (fr. 38: Diod. 3. 17. 3).

'" Photius fr. 41 (=450b8-11) S0er (¢noiv & ovyypadeds) éywye vopilw undé
xapaxrijpa ebyvworov éxew alrovs, ébiaug 8¢ xal vedpari, fxois Te xal ppnTuch Snldoe
Bioixeiv mdvra ra mpds rov Biav. Compare Diod. 3. 18. 6: Siadéxrw pév pr xpiodar,
Tt 3¢ Snddioe: Bid Tdv xewpdv Siaompaivew éxaara v npos Ty xpelov dvyrdvrav
(they do not use language but signify everything having to do with their needs by imi-
tative gestures of their hands).

2. The Languages of Primitive Peoples 5 %
hurtin this way. if
articulate their feej.
res at their disposal,
eaters have no moral
nd pain, they pay no
tters.!* We should also

people capable of speech would simply nod when
they are silent, it must be because they cannot
ings in words, and have only nods and gestu
Elsewhere Agatharchides states that the Fish
sensibilities: while they can feel pleasure a
attention to honourable or disgraceful ma
recall that they have no families and hold theijr Women in co;

People who have neither a common moral code, nor regulateg‘::i:i
groupings have no real society.'* This would explain the Fisheaters’
lack of speech: they are not socialized enough to evolvea full-fledged
language. An undeveloped society and an underdeveloped 1

go hand in hand.*® anguage

The pre-verbal language used by the Fisheaters is said to consist
of nods, inarticulate noises, and descriptive gestures, and was used
for communicating about everyday matters. As with Ctesiag’
Dogheads, this description of a primitive or near language is inter-
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 content of
the Fisheaters’ language are also noteworthy: these primitive people
communicate about the everyday necessities of life and do not, as 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 III.»' Could this explorer actually have
encountered such a society of non-speaking—and non-feeling—
humans? Modern researchers point out that there are no known
human societies without speech and it seems safe to conclude that

" Fr.31 = Diod 3. 15. 2 and Photius cod. 250, 449a26—-8. Again, it is not clear how
this fits in with the utopian presentation of the Ichthyophagoi.

' Note, however, the Fisheaters' peaceful and harmonious relations with ah out-
side group of another species, the seals. Agatharchides describes their peaceful coex-
istence as virtually an unviolable treaty (fr. 42; Gomep drapafirew owesbse Photiws
450b13; compare Diod. 3.18. 7).

* See Burstein 1989, 70 n. 1 and compare Cole 1967, 82 n. 6 on consmon motions
of morality as a basis for society. See too above, Ch. 4 passim, on the link betweoa
developing a language and developing a society.

* Fr. 41 (Diod. 3. 18. 4). The explorer is an otherwise unknown Simmies; set
Burstein 1980, 79n. 3.
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this was true in Agatharchides’ time as well. (We nonetheless fing
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

** See Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality, Note x (Starobinski 1964, 208-14;
Masters 1964, 203—13). The eccentric Scottish philosopher James Burnett, Lord
Monboddo (1714—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—92), 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;
Thomas 1983, 130-2; Simone 1998, 208—9.

** See Todorov 1984; Greenblatt 1991, ch. 4; Pagden 1993, ch. 4.

** 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
ag virtual doubles of the Europeans, fully conversant with their language and
culture,

#* See Greenblatt 1991, 99 and 181~2 n. 30. See too the further descriptions of
thz8 unintelligible language of ‘primitive’ peoples cited by Thomas 1983, 42 and
318.

2. The Languages of Primitive Peoples

World turned to non-verbal communicatio
lack of common language with the Indiang.
to the difficulties involved in communicatj
He understands, for instance, that Indian:
the sky and shout are welcoming him, wh
ening to kill him. His own attempt to con
him by having his men dance to the beat
unsuccessful.?® Other peoples’ gestures
are not transparent or self-evident and
with the puzzlement of sixteenth century Europeans whep faced
with a Brazilian ceremony of welcome by means of copious tearg 2’

Perhaps, then, Agatharchides’ source simply misread the F‘:sxsh
eaters’ ways of communicating, and did not understand their lan-
guage and gestures for what they were. Pliny, when describi .
numerous, exotic tribes of India, notes that there are so m:;g
different national languages, dialects, and varieties of speech that:
foreigner seems scarcely human to someone of another race, We can
compare Leibniz’s reaction in 1691 to the exotic languages of
America and remote parts of Asia 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 e’yes
and doglike teeth. They are without speech (sine voce), and shrieI;
horribly, according to Pliny.?® It is not, of course, only classical
writers or early European explorers who considered speakers of 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.®

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

192
1, when frustrateq bya
Columbys bears witnesg
ng by signs ang gestures,
s w.ho raise their hands o
en in fact they are threat-
vince Indians to approach
of atambourine is similarly
and expressions of emotion
We can sympathige, perhaps,

i* See Todorov 1984, 30-3; Greenblatt 1991, 89-91.

¥ See Greenblatt 1901, 93 and g8—g.

L ‘.'bP.lmy, NH 7. 1. 7. Aarsleff 1982, 99 n. 39 is the source of this Quotation from
eibniz.

"‘ See Pliny, NH 7. 2. 24 (= FGrH 710 F 1, the sole fragment of Tauron, an othee-
wise unknqwn, apparently Hellenistic, author). Pliny goes on to tell of the Astomi
E;\l;;;, described by Megasthenes, who have no mouths and presumably canaot speek

7.2.25).

** See Werner 1983, 587 and see Greenblatt 1991, 90. See Tudorev 198y, 707,
who notes that the Aztecs interpret their own name as referring to their linguistic
excellence, in opposition to other tribes.



(TR TRt )

P

sih S E3 { Nin 70 (¥ §'Y

Eal

192 5. Between Language and Speech

world into Greece (EMds) and an dyAwogos or tongueless land, and
dylwooos serves as a poetic synonym for BdpBapos 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
BCE, did the word acquire the more negative connotations we now
associate with the word barbarian.** 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.’? 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 (dmelposs 0dor xai dpeinrois xal dovuddvois mpos EMna
Politicus 262¢—d).

Speaking Savages
Ctestas’ 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.** 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

3! For changing Greek attitudes to the ‘barbarian’, see Hall 1989, passim, and the
extensive bibliography found there. See too T'uplin 1999, 54—7.

’* Seee.g. Aes. Ag. 1o50—1; Ar. Frogs 680—2, compare 93; Birds 199—200, compare
1681. See too Harrison 1998, text near n. 71 and the further references collected by
Tuplin 1999, 50 with n. 14; he notes that barbarian speech is compared to the sound
of a spluttering frying pan as well (Eubulus fr. 108 K.-A.)

** Harrison 1998 is an excellent study of Herodotus’ conception of foreign lan-
guages.

2. The Languages of Primitive Peoples 193
Thus the
and non-

While they

peak a lan.

oglodyte (or

d other rep-

dotus tells us

own are generally singular in other ways a5 well.*
ArgippaiOi (Apywrmaiol) are a bald people, judicio;u
violent, who live mainly on the fruit of a particular tree '
are a Scythian tribe and wear Scythian clothing, they;;
guage of their own ($wvijy 3¢ iy iévres 4. 23. 2). The tr
cave-dwelling) Ethiopians who eat snakes, lizards, an
tiles provide another instance of a unique tongue. H’ero
that they use a language like no other and squeak like bats (A,

5 ovdeifi GAAy mapopoiny vevopixaa:, dMé TeTpiyag, Ka.,:',, aa‘”-
yurrepides 4. 183. 4). Here we come closest to the concept of:ep -
bestial languag_e, returning to the stereotyped Greek aualn:ga;
petween barbarian tongues and animal sounds.? n 4 rare desery
tion of the content of a language, Herodotus also describes a ta;?;
which is deficient—if not primitive—for it lacks the concept of . -
sonal names. The Atarantes, we are told, have a collective mﬁ
‘Atarantes’, but individuals have no names of their own, They an:,
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 three captives
from Newfoundland on exhibition in 1502. An early account com-
pares their demeanour to that of brute beasts and describes them as

* Not every exotic tribe in Herodotus is assigned a language of any kind and the
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, De Captionibus c. 2 (94, 2096, 3
Edlow), who contends that although neither Persian nor Ethiopian signify saythi
W.Greek speakers, Persian is a superior language because of its sound. Cleopatra is
said to have spoken the languages of the Troglodytes and the Ethiopians, sloag with
several other tongues (Plut. 4nt. 27. 3-4).

* Modern linguists tell us that there are in fact no languages without perssnal
rames, See Harrison 1908, text near n. 82, who suggests thet Herodotus may be
describing 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’.’* Returning to
Herodotus, we find that he also points to the link between a people’s
overall way of life (8{atra) 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 diatta 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 («al yAdiooy
16 pév Zxvbuci, ro 8¢ BApuy xpéwvrar 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 («ai
Sty peralt dpgorépew vopilovres 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

*” See Leach 1982, 66 and Greenblatt 1991, 184 n. 55.

** Thuc. 3. 94. §; see above, Sect. 2.3.

** See Lloyd 1976, 199200 (ad 2. 42), who defends Herodotus' description of the
Ammonian language and argues for the existence of a lingua franca made up of
Cushitic Ethiopian, Egyptian, and Libyan dialects; see too Fehling 1989, 132.
Compare also Xenophon's half-barbarians (uéofdpfapot Hellenica 2. 1. 15: what lan-
guage did they speak?). See too Asheri 1994, esp. 48~9; Harrison 1998, text nearn. 84
and the further references there.

3. Gestures and Muge Voices

exotic and ‘savage’ forms of speech. Euro
indian languages extremely simple, wit r:ez,l:s::::lgl;t the Amer.,
lexical stock and no :abstract terms. At times thege Ntfwe’wil er
guages were romanticized—often by people with no req) 'morld tan.
of them—and. pres'ented as rich, poetic tongues, able tOOWledge
entire images in a single word.* European ‘studen’ts’ of Indepre“
guages went so far as to develop ‘a conjectural history of | 1an lan-
which goes from simple terms to complex ones, from metaa nfua.ge,
utterances to logical ones, from the unified speech-actto thepd oneal
posed language of the syllogism’.+ Herodotus’ analysis of ‘ec.on?.
tive’ foreign languages is, unsurprisingly, far more rudimen: e
In Herodotus’ History, we also find that there can be unlt)ar:ydge
able linguistic gaps between certain kinds of people. There is 3 tal;
(2- 32; see 4. 172} of adventurous young Nasmonians, members of
locust-eating, women-sharing Libyan tribe. These young men vex:
ture into unknown and uninhabited parts of the Libyan desert
where they encounter very 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. 11) tells of a (presumably) Ethiopian
tribe, who spoke a language unintelligible (dodvera §' épBéyyovro)
even to the Carthaginians’ interpreters, the Lixitae. There are
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 perhaps
he is describing here a chain of seven interpreters, each translating
from one language into the next.

193

3. GESTURES AND MUTE VOICES

Gestures
In one incident in Herodotus, linguistic difficulties are circum~
vented by means of gestures, which serve as a last resort when there
18no common language. When Amazon women arrive unexpectedly

* See Pagden 1993, ch. 4; Greenblatt 1991, ch. 4; Lauson 1996, eep. 130-3. See
too above, Sect. 3.3.

*' Pagden 1993, 134 see his discussion in t26-34.
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on Scythian soil, the Scythian men do not know what to make of
them (4. 111-17). 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 (45 8¢ yeipi éppale 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 of the usual ivy or myrtle, and, we are told, use
sign language to the Armenians as if to mutes (domep éveois) 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 (o3 8’ dvri dwvijs dpdle xapBdvw xepi 1061).
Clytemnestra assumes that there is an international language of ges-
ture, available to—and understood by—ail. 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 11. 3. 87) of gesture.** In his
discussion of gestures, Quintilian pours forth a paean of praise to

2 Compare Herodotus' Carthaginians who barter goods—silently and without
personal 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, 11 have useful collections of ancient passages relating to the use of
gestures, sign language, and non-verbal communication.

** Compare too Xenophon's Mossynoeci who are said to speak to themselves,
laugh aloud in private, and dance (Anab. 5. 4. 34).

** Compare Cic. De Orat. 3. 223, where facial expressions and gestures—which
express the emotions of the mind—are said to influence everyone, for everyone feels
the same emotions.

3. Gestures and Mute Voices

hands. Hands, he states, virtually g,
promises, requests, and threats, Han,
of emotions and refer to quantity,
take the place of adverbs and pron
people.‘s

This passage of Quintilian reflects 3 broader
capable of expressing more than simple and i
some ancient accounts, gestures are said to r.
virtually as a full-scale language. In a Jive}
gestures and movements suffice to replace words: a dancer in Nerg?
court is so good at conveying silently the words of songs thal: Nem’s
guest asks if he may take the dancer back home, in order to him
as an interpreter for his polyglot subjects,* [n thig stl;se bim
opposed to the passages in Herodotus, Xenophon, and A&m:hr}l,_as
the movements of the dancer go beyond an immeéiate situatiznu:n_d
are said to convey actual words, rather than to mime needs and
desires.

In two ancient tales, people capable of speech turn to gestures in
order to express themselves freely and without fear. Aelian has a fas-
cinating 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, gmmm
and facial expressions, and the tyrant then prohibits the u;e of thcu;
movements as well. When his downtrodden subjects resort to tears
toexpress their feelings, he also tries to ban their tears, but this leads
to his death at their hands. In a similar story, the tyrants Gelon and
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, Corax
began to teach them the rhetorical use of words.*’

Elsewhere we hear of philosophical pantomimes. Athenaeus (x.
20b—c) tells us that a dancing philosopher nicknamed Memphs

k den-m'”
Peak, expressin

¢ g
ds can indicate a wide .
number, and time, They even
ouns, by pointing to places and

view of gestures as
Mmediate matters,
eplace speech and serve
y tale found in Lucian,

* Quint. 11. 3. 85—7. While Quintilian speaks of a universal language of gestures,
he nonetheless describes a seties of conventional gestures and distinguishes betwoen
e.g‘. Gree!{ and Roman gestures in his discussion in 11. 3; see further Graf 1991.

* Lucian, Salt. 64; compare Jup. Trag. 13, where Hermes states that he has o
resort to gestures because he is not a polvglot and does not spesk the language of the
Scythians, Persians, 'Thracians, and Celts. On the ancient view of dance as an
!“}?non_mus language, capable of conveying words, see furthes Mostiglio 1999

Aelian, VH 14. 22; Rabe 1931, 24—6; see 100 269—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

** See Pl. 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 motio;s ‘virtul:]ly the status of 3
his appreciation of ‘speaking’ hands. Phj) "
Linguarum 11) notes that people who have had t:eir(g); C:n fusione
can express whatever they like (& o} feMjowon moan, g‘;vs cutout
Jess successfully than those who use words (o8 Frrov :‘Z amfa;),’ no
"Po¢o’p&g). They do so by means of gestures, nods gT{an:; oy
other movements, and here too gestures are sajd to bé as expr . and
as words. Did these ancient thinkers really believe that 5 pe::fxwel
language was as good as speech? Perhaps. It is worth recallisg -
that modern researchers recognized the flexibility and range 0:? "
languages and their status as fully developed languages only a flegn
decades ago.*’ v
Enlightenment thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies became quite interested in deaf mutes and the gestures the:
used as part of their interest in the origin of language. Diderot in h_z
Lettre sur l’éducation des sourds et muets (1751) and James Burnett,
Lord Monboddo in his Of the Origin and Progress of Language
(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.*® 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 Interpretatione
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

199
anguage, in view of

* See above, n. 2. William Stokoe—the key figure involved in recognising sign
languages as autonomous, full-fledged | began his h inte sigw Jan-
guages in the late 1950s; see the valuable discussion of Rée 1999, 310-90.

% See Rée 1099, esp. chs. 12-13; Simone 1998, 208 and 227 nn. 1256 Ece 1995,
172-3; Knowlson 1965 (= 1975, 211-23).

*' Pseudo-Hippocrates, mepi oaprav 18 (xiii. 200 Joly); sec Ax 1984, 11628 and
seeabove, Ch. 4, n. 88.
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silently explicated Pythagoras’ philosophy, in a clearer fashion thay
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 3
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

** See Pl. Theaet. 206d (where deaf and mute people are said to be unable to indi-
cate what they think about things).
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otting these motions virtually the statys -
;]i]s appreciation of ‘speaking’ hands. °}§;illzng(nge,g, View of
Linguarum 11) notes that people who have had their ton, onfusione
can express whatever they like (& o} fedjowor S gues cut out
less successfully than those who use words (o3y ﬁ";"l‘:ﬂltvso;:m)l, no
npogopés)- They do so by means of gestures, nods gﬁn:l Adyan
other movements, and here too gestures are said to bé as ex| o a‘nd
as words. Did these ancient thinkers really believe that 2 P:essxve
language was as good as speech? Perhaps. Itis worth recalliﬁ Satur.al
that modern researchers recognized the Bexibility and rangeifg?m
languages and their status as fully developed languages on] sflgn
decades ago.*’ yatow

Enlightenment thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies became quite interested in deaf mutes and the gestures th
used as part of their interest in the origin of language. Diderot in l:iys
Lettre sur l'éducation des sourds et muets (17 51) and James Burnett
Lord Monboddo in his Of the Origin and Progress of Languag;
{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.*® 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 Interpretatione
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 involved in recogwiring sign
languages as autonomous, full-fledged languages—began his research inve sigm lea-
guages in the late 1950s; see the valuable discussion of Rée 1999, y10~20.

* See Rée 1999, esp. chs. 12-13; Simone 1998, 208 and 227 nn. 125-6; Eco 1995,
172-3; Knowlson 1965 (= 1975, 211-23).

* Pseudo-Hippocrates, mepl oupxav 18 (xii. 200 Joly): see Ax 1984, 116~48% and
seeabove, 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—gmaning,
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. [t 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.** 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 2 hunt—costs him his life, while his
mute brother saves their father’s life when he utters words for the
first time.*® Croesus has an ambivalent attitude towards his deaf
mute son. He has done everything he could for his disabled child (6

** Ammonius, In Arist. de Int. 23, 2—9; 30, 25-31, 2 Busse.

** Porph. De Abst. 3. 5. 4. Compare Sext. Emp. PH 1. 73: supposing that 2 man
were mute, no one would call him irrational.

** See Montiglio 2000, 228-33 and the Hippocratic case histories cited there.

** The doctor is Johann Conrad Amman, who specialized in vocal disorders—see
Rée 1999, 62—4.

** For an interesting analysis of Croesus’ two sons, see Sebeok and Brady 1979
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even turning to the Delphic oracle
¢ t onsiders him of no account (see v,
. &repov . . . 0V elvai poc doyilouar 1. 38, 2). Herodotus (o ﬁ-r
describes the son as destroyed or useless because of his mut; o
(5,é¢9ap-ro, fv yap 87 kapds 1. 34. 2), but then concedes that thiesne“
is otherwise a decent sort (rd uév dAdo émewctls, dbuvos 3¢ 1 3 son
just before telling of how he rescued his father by speaking I‘t s; 1),
that this second son changes from worthless to worthy frc;m infm
t0 human, precisely when he breaks into speech for tl,le first ti:::
Henceforth Croesus’ unnamed mute son is able to speak: one ima; '
ines that if he had spoken from the start, he would have been giveug ;
name as well.

Aesop is another, rather different figure who gains the power of
speech. According to the Vita Aesopi, this ugly Phrygian slave
begins life with the capacity to hear, but is mute. Even when he ig
unable to speak, Aesop is quite capable and manages by dumb show
to prove his innocence when accused of stealing figs (1-3). Aesop
is granted speech by the goddess Isis, 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 (Adywr edpepa 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.

iy &5 abrov émemouvixee 1. 85 1),
for advice, but he nonetheless ¢

" The references are to sections of the G recension of the Vite; see Pervy 1953,
35-6. According to the W recension, Aesop is not mute, but slow of speech and with
abooming voice (BpadéyAwaaos rai BouBddwres 1). .

** Or perhaps we should understand ‘the discovery of words’. Suhnhr Dillery
1999, esp. 269 and 275, who stresses the important role played by Isis, the Muses,
and the invention of language in Aesop's Vita.




VIV VISEIRte l11od

202 5. Between Language and Speech

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) Cratylys
thought that there was no need to speak, but simply moved his
finger.*® 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.*®

The speaking Cratylus is described as someone who uses few
words: he is knowledgeable and brief (émornuovicds . . . «xal
BpaxvAoywraros), notes Proclus in his commentary on the
Cratylus.®' 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

** Kparblos ... 85 76 redevraiov 0dBév (ero Seiv Ayew, dAAd rov SdxrvAov exiver pdvov.
Arist. Metaphys. 1010°12—13. See Mouraviev 1999, 23~55 for a very full collection of
testimonia relating to Cratylus. .

* See Allan 1954; Cassin 1987; Baxter 199z, 25-30. Cratylus is reminiscent of
Thamyris, the mythical Thracian poet whao is struck dumb for claiming to sing better
than the Muses. The Muses take away Thamyris’ wondrous voice and make him for-
get how to play the cithara (/. 2. 594-600). Both Cratylus and Thamyris are reduced
to silence precisely because of their great confidence in their linguistic powers.

* Proclus In Cratylum 1 4.

3. Gestures and Mut, Voices
303
Cratylus made these

emotional gestures, so that we can assume that
sounds and movements while speaking, rather than g5 5 bati

for words.* When ,Cratylus no longer speaks, he algo re;ll o
expressiveness of his ges.tm.’es. He moves Jjust one finger ot
doing no more than pointing at objects, A moving ﬁn,;efhapn
removed from a full-fledged language of gestures, and it sg o
Cratylus not only dispenses with articulate words’, but als:erl’“s t'hat
himself to a bare minimum of gestural, non-verba] communiecsattriICts
Thus Cratylus is quite different from another silent philoso h"ﬂ-
Secundus. Secundus, the perhaps fictional hero of an anon r‘;er,
work of wisdom literature, dated to the second century cz :lsus
chooses to refrain from all speech, but he communicates at lc;ngtl(:
and in detail, by means of writing.** The silent, despairing Cratylus
who willingly relinquishes spoken language is a singular instance of
a civilized and sophisticated—perhaps too sophisticated—person
who possesses the power of speech, but nonetheless chooses not to
use it. All the other non-speaking humans we have encountered so
far are silent either because they are unable to speak or be under-
stood, or because they can express themselves more than satis-
factorily by means of gestures. Cratylus chooses to restrict himself
toa very limited 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 her
sister Procne, Tereus’ wife, through the ‘voice of the shuttle’ (0 mis
kepxidos pewry), as Aristotle describes it, for she weaves an account of
her experience.®* The two sisters then take terrible vengeance upon
Tereus, murdering his 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
isnot by chance that the two sisters are Athenians, while the brutal

s mepl Kparvhou Aloxivns ri Siacilwv xai roiv yepoiv Saoeiww (Arist. Rhet.
1417°1-2). See, however, Mouraviev 1999, 27 (ad Tso), who suggests emending
Suoilew to 8id orydr i.e. silently. This would mean that the mute Cratylus gesticulat-
ed with both hands; see too Cassin 1987, 142-3. *! See Perry 1964, 70-91.
* Arist. Poet. 1454°36~7: he is referring to Sophocles’ lost tragedy Tevems (fr. 595
Radt). For a comprehensive list of ancient sources on Philomela see Fraser 1921,
98~100n. 2 (ad Apollod. Bibl. 3. 14. R): see too Forbes [rving 1990, 99-107. 248-9.
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and unsophisticated Tereus is a Thracian: Philomela’s ability ¢,
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 commy.
nicate by other means.

It is likely that already in Sophocles’ lost tragedy Tereus,
Philomela weaves words or writing on her tapestry, rather than 3
picture, which would mean that her fextum 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
‘Fatius declares that Philomela’s art provides her with a silent voice:
her weaving hand mimics language (uipeirar 7y yAdTrav 1 yelp).** In
Ovid, Philomela both weaves her story and uses gestures for further
communication, asking a maid to convey the woven cloth to
Procne.*® lo, incidentally, is another figure in Ovid’s Metamorphoses
who manages to retain her communication skills, even when she is

** See too Anthologia Palatina 9. 451, line 4.

* See Dobrov 1993, 204-5, 213~14 and compare e.g. Apollod. Bibl. 3. 14. 8
idivaca év mémdw ypduuara.

*" Swallows were often associated with unintelligible barbarian chatter in Greek
writings; see e.g. Aes. Ag. 1050—1 and Dobrov 1993, 222~3 with n. 74. Interestingly,
in earlier Greek sources Procne becomes a nightingale, while Philomela is trans-
formed into a swallow, but in later Roman accounts it is the tongueless Philomela
who is turned into the songbird; see Forbes Irving 1990, 249 and the references cited
there.

** Nonnus, Dionys. 4. 321; Achilles Tatius 5. 5. 4-5; see Bergren 1983, 72.
Meontiglio 1999, 260~70 compares the description of weaving as a silent language in
Achilles Tatius 3. 4. 45 to parallel descriptions of dance.

** Ovid, Met. 6. 576~9. See too Met. 6. 609, where Philomela’s hand is said to act
for her voice, pro voce manus fuit.

3. Gestures and Mute Vojpe

prutalized and loses her human voice. After |
then transformed into a cow, she nonetheless Manages to
identity to her father Inachus, by tracing her name in the d"eveal. her
hoof, using letters instead of speech (littera pro g, erbis) 7c""'vtv“".lt.lu
allows these women who have lost the power of speech no et}:le‘“‘E
1o retain their human voice and identity: they are silemnb lese
mute, thanks to alternative modes of communication, » DU not
Itis significant that Philomela weaves her story. Weaving was the
quintessential activity of females in the ancient world: gfdd::m
aristocratic women, and slave girls all worked at the loom. As th;
form of work most identified with women, weaving Wa;s ofte,
invested with what were thought to be peculiarly female powers—:f
communication, of intelligence, of deceit, or even of death—and ajj
of these elements are found in Philomela’s tale.” In most versions of
her story, Philomela is said to have woven letters, rather than a pic.
ture, but weaving could be used for the creation of images as well
Homer’s Helen weaves on her loom the many contests of the Troja:;
War, as it is being fought around her, and Homer is clearly referring
toa picture of sorts. Helen weaves a story, both literally and figura-
tively.” Even plain pieces of woven material carried the signature of
the women who wove them: Penelope, Arete, Electra, and Creusaail
recognize their own handiwork, sometimes many years after they
have woven it.”* An inanimate 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.” Most weaving women
can speak as well as work wool, and skilful weavers often possess
wise thoughts 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 Athena's gifts,
Penelope, is exceptionally proficient in weaving cloth, wiles, and
words. Penelope fends off her suitors both by means of persuasive

© has been raped ang

™ Ovid, Met. 1. 611-747; see esp. 1. 649. De Luce 1993, in an interesting stady of
themotif of the power of speech, i.e. the relation between humanity and articulacy, i
the Met., discusses both o and Philomela.

™ Seee.g. Buxton 1994, 1228 and Blundell 1998, 65-72.

" Il 3. 125-8. Compare too the picture of the gigantomachy woven into Atheon’s
pepl60s }b;y the young girls of Athens (Pl. Euthyph. 6b—) and see Scheid and Svesheo
1996, ch. 1.

? 0d.7.234-5; 19. 218 and 225-6; Aes. Choe. 231-3; Eur. Jow 1427-25.

™ See Bergren 1983 for an illuminating discussion of the links muh:
guage and weaving in Greek thought. She terms ing the ‘sign-amakin o
women par excellence’ (71).

T
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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 Pandorsa, 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 (modvdaidalov {oTov Sdalven
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 (svpmdoki) 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—¢),
weaving is mentioned in relation to syntax.*® To form a significant
sentence or logos one cannot simply string together a series of nouns
(dvépara) or a series of verbs (gjuara), 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.*!

7 Od. 2. 88-122;see 7. 108-11.

¢ Bewn) eds avdrecoa: Od. 10. 136; 11. 8; 12. 150; 12. 449; see above, Sect. 2.3.
Weave at their looms: Od. 5. 61-2; 10. 220—2. Deceitful (5oAdeaaa): 7. 245; 9. 32. See
further Nagler 1996, esp. on their prophetic powers.

77 See e.g. uibovs xail pridea . . . pawov Il. 3. 212; 88dovs kai uiTw Sdawov Od. 9. 422.

" See Snyder 1981 and compare Scheid and Svenbro 1996, 111-21.

" [nterestingly, Hermes, who, as we have seen, is often credited with the inven-
tion of language, is said to have invented weaving as well-—see Tertullian, De Pallio 3
(= FGrH 659 Fob) and Cole 1967, 20 and 38—9.

** See too Pl. Soph. 259e; Theaet. 201d-202¢.

*' See Scheid and Svenbro 1996, 122—4; Denyer 1991, 146—64. It is worth noting
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Women and Slaves

Weaving women are thought to be particularly proficient
c(,"mnuniczating, but elsevxfhere women’s linguistic abilities are con:t
pared o those of arpmals.“ In Xenophon's Oeconoms .
Ischomachus speaks of his young wife’s ability to use words, Befm"
their marriage, he notes, his wife had been carefully supe“.’isedore
that she would see, hear, and speak as little as possible (7, 5; Seew
12-13). Now, however, she has been sufficiently tamed an;:l éomei
ticated by him to carry ona conversation, Ischomachus states using
words associated with the domestication of animals (émet 1";811 poc
yeportbs A kol éreribdoevro dore Siaréyeaary. 10). Critobulus’ wife
is another woman mentioned in the Oeconomicus, and her husband
parely 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
soas to understand it, but not to possess it (« v Adyov Toooiror
doov alofdvecfor dANG w7y éxew Pol. 1254%22~3). 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, and

that a web, which is a complex of threads, interlaced by warp and woof, can conveya
tele in a manner that moving a finger, as Cratylus does, cannot.

* This is not the place for a full-fledged discussion of the characterisation of
women’s speech in Greek literature. Lardinois and McClure 2001 is a useful recent
collection on the topic with a full bibliography.

“ Hippolytus in Euripides’ play of that name would like to reduce women o the
speechlessness of animals. He suggests that women should be made to live with
dumb biting beasts so that they will neither be add d nor have an sudience (Eur.
Hipp.645-8). For the assimilation of infant speech to that of animals, see above, Sect
33 3 See Pomeroy 1994, 2723 (ad Oec. 7. 10).

" See Schiltrumpf 1991, 213 (ad Pol. 12§3*7 f1.), who notes that aﬁmdoq‘ul?:t
Ather than actual speech is used as a criterion to distinguish h from
slaves do not pass this test.
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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 thejr
identities as well as their bodies. Hermogenes of the Cratylus (3844)
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’ (4Mapy), to
underline this point.*’

Diodorus’ slave is used here as an animate tool to demonstrate 3
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 (yAdogav dvlpwnivyy éxer ol pwriy), 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-

* Seee.g. Pl. Lys. 223a-b and Ar. Thesm. 1001~ for the broken Greek of slaves.

*” Ammonius, In Arist. de Int. 38, 17 ff. (Busse) and Simplicius, Cat. 27. 18-21; he
18 also said to have named two further slaves Mév, and 4¢, and his daughter
‘Theognis’. See Sedley 1973, 63, who suggests that Diodorus produced the slaves as
a kind of walking 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
pleases. * See Bigwood 1993.

** duadéyealas 3¢ adro Gomep dvfpwmov Tubiori, dv 8¢ EXqriori pdby, xal ENgmeri
(FGrH 688 F 45. 8).

4. Speaking Animals
gt M “
istic capabilities, just a summary of his wor, i

5;1 cannot know if he did much more than ﬂsozy l:‘:::lm’m”
wonders of a talking bird with polyglot potenti;l Yet-eyed, the
sbbreviated version of the Indica makes it plain that étesiasevm the
hat parrots speak whi.chever language they are taught Ind'm?“eti
parrot is taught Indxafn,.and Greek if taught Gre’ek gn:kdu
correctly pronounced, idiomatic Greek—is perhaps th'e dr ing
urait of a Greek, the outstanding factor in determinin }-Ie[lilmn'g
ethnicity. What are we to make of a parrot who speais é em:
Surely we cannot think a Greek-speaking bird cultureq anr;ek.
Indian-sounding parrot, barbarian. A creature whe can s;;eak oy
fect Greek, Indian, or any other langu nte

. age with equal facilj .
tothe fact that learning one language is much like leamingtym

The parrot learns the language he is taught: his native language, so
to speak, is arbitrary and a reflection of his surroundings not,h.is
origins. Could we say the same thing about acquiring dreek as
opposed to barbarian, culture? ’

Cesias’ parrot seems to destroy the polarity between Greek and
barbarian and the distinction between animal and human in one fell
swoop, for talking parrots present something of a philosophical
challenge as well, forcing thinkers 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 half a
language: the Dogheads can comprehend the Indian tongue, but are
unable to speak it themselves. Parrots are, linguistically speaking,
the reverse of the Dogheads, for these birds are articulate but
uncomprehending creatures.

Itis worth comparing here Herodotus’ approach to talking birds;
he writes of such creatures only to dismiss the tale (2. 55-7). After
recounting the story of a speaking dove from Egypt who stated that
there should be an oracle of Zeus at Dodona, Herodotus provides a
rationalizing explanation: the dove was in fact a barbarian woman
whose speech sounded like the twittering of a bird. Once the woman
learned to speak Greek, the dove was thought to talk in a hurmn
voice. For how, Herodotus asks, could a dove speak in a human
voice (émel Téw Tpomw Ay mererds ye dvlpwmnin duvy $hépfmrs; 2. 5T
2).% Ctesias has no difficulty in accepting a speaking bird, not even

* See Lenfant 1999, esp. 209~18.
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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 couny
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 watey
to irrigate the royal gardenson 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
34a2-b).

The philosophical issues raised by birds capable of making
articulate sounds were discussed by Greek thinkers from Aristotle
onwards, and this question continued, in fact, to disturb Western
philosophers for a very long time.*' 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’.** 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.”* Here we come
to the distinction between spoken and internal speech, mpogopixss
Adyos and évdidferos Adyos, 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.” ’**

! See Glidden 1994; Sorabji 1993, 80—6. Whitaker 1996, 45—51 has a useful sur-
vey of animal communication vs. human speech in Aristotle.

°* J. Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding (2. 27. 8); see Rée 1999,
110-11.

** Speech issues from thought: Diog. Laert. 7. 55 = Long and Sedley 1987, 33H;
see 33A. Internal speech: Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. 8. 275 = Long and Sedley 1987,
$3T. See Glidden 1994, esp. 132-3, and Everson 1994, 8—9.

** See further Labarriére 1997.

* Hippol. Refut. 6. 8; see too Max. Tyre 29. 4; Aelian, VH 14. 30; Z Dio Chrys.
Or. 1. 14. These stories are discussed by Osborne 1987, 70-2 and 232—3.

4. Speaking Animals

2
Parrots have to be taught to pronounce the names of

corocottas, Our last exotic creatures, learn to use namelsnl:n, e
elves. The corOCOt‘tasv or hyenas, are described as 5 mixt i
and wolf and are sal‘d to have extraordinary teeth, The N
lure humans to their death by imitating individual hlil l'epomfdly
and calling to their intended victims—variously said t::llin vy
cutters, children, or ordinary people in their homes— ; WOOd’:
These animals not only know how to reproduce the 83;"3:’1&

puman language, they supposedly can imitate individualu\lrl " o
sounding like those nearest and dearest to theijr victims. The eora,
cottas, then, are more than mimics for they appreciate thé socia;:om-
to which the sound of a friend’s voice can be put. They also y ‘:es
stand the power of names, using these familiar one-word labtlsetr-
entrap individuals. The corocottas’ capacity for speech is terrifyi y
for they use the very simple language at their disposal as a deangi‘lg ,
weapon. '

A Friendly Lion

Let us conclude with a charming tale of friendly communication
across species, the story of Androcles and hig friend, the lion.*”
Androcles is a runaway slave who is offered shelter by alion, 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 coa-
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 Aclian, N4 7. 22: Pliny, NH 8. 107; FGrH 666 F 1 (Dalion); Porph. De
Abst. 3.4. 5. Diodorus (3. 35. 10 = Agatharchides fr. 78b) calls this tale fanciful. Some
of these ancient authors call the hyena a crocottas (xpoxdrras).

* See Aelian, N4 7. 48; compare Aul. Gell. 5. 14 and see the discussion in
Osborne 1990, 18.

** In Gellius® version (5. 14. 25), Androcles has no fire and lets his meat dry in the
sun.
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successful at communicating both his needs and his goodwill,
Androcles 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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