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Summary

Offering a reevaluation of all the available evidence, including passages from Aristotle’s
Rhetoric, Poetics, and Sophistici Elenchi, Diogenes Laertius’ biographical sketch as well as the
grammar scene in Aristophanes’ Clouds, the article argues that Protagoras’ engagement with
grammatical questions must have been more sophisticated and thorough than is often assumed.
In Protagoras’ discovery of grammatical gender, formal considerations — most likely inspired
by the analysis of personal names — played a more fundamental role than semantic ones, and
his typology of mvubuéveg Loywv equally presupposes the formal recognition of at least verbal

mood, if not also tense.
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1 Introduction

Four brief but intriguing passages from Aristotle and Diogenes Laertius are our best indication

for Protagoras’ interest in linguistic phenomena. The first two concern gender distinctions in

nouns and congruence, while the other two are suggestive of Protagoras’ interest in verbal mood



(or so we will argue). Here are the passages as one can find them in modern collections of

Protagoras’ fragments:!

Gender

tétaptov, og [Ipwtaydpag td yévn TV dvopdtwv dinpet, dppeva kol OAea Kol oxedn:
Oel yap amodidoval kai tadto 0pOds: ‘M &’ EBodoa kai dokeydeica dyeto’. (Arist. Rh.

1407b6-8 = DK 80 A 27 = Radermacher B Il1 6 = Protagoras D23 Laks/Most)

A fourth [rule of correct usage or éAAnvilew is] Protagoras’ distinction between the
genders of nouns: masculine, feminine and ‘things’. For one should correctly reproduce

these distinctions too: ‘Having come and having spoken, she left’.

GOAOIKIGUOG & olov pév oTv glpnTot mpdTepov: 6Tt 8¢ ToDTO Kol molElv Kai uf wolodvto
eaivesOot kol motodvtao un dokelv, kabdmep, 0 [pwtaydpag Ereyey, €1 0 puijvig’ kai ‘0 TANnE’
dppevd €oTiv: 0 HEV Yap AEymv ‘oDAopévny’ GoAotKkilel PEV KaT’ €ketvov, 00 @aivetat 0& TOiG
dAhotic, 0 6 ‘ovAOpEVOV’ QaiveTal pév, AL’ 0O coroikilet. (Arist. SE 173b17-22 = DK 80 A

28 = Radermacher B Il 7 = Protagoras D24 Laks/Most)

What sort of a thing a ‘solecism’ is has been said above. It is possible to commit one and
to appear to commit one without doing so and to commit one without seeming to, as
happens if, as Protagoras claimed, ufjvic wrath and mAng helmet are masculine. For

according to him, someone who says ‘destructress’ (fem. ovlopévnv) commits a

1 We print a bit more of the surrounding text than some of the collections; we will discuss relevant uncertainties

in the text of DK 80 A 28 and A 1 below. Translations are ours; some of our choices are defended below.



solecism, but he does not appear to do so to others, and someone who says ‘destructor’

(masc. ovAopevov) appears to commit a solecism, but does not in fact do so.

Mood

OETAE T€ TOV AOYOV TPDTOG €1 TETTOPA: EVYWOANYV, EPMTNOLY, ATOKPIoLY, EVIOANV (0l O,
€1g €Nt S yNnow, EpOTNOLY, ATOKPIGLY, EVIOANV, dmayyeliov, EdY®ANV, KATGWV), 0UG Kol
mluévag sine Aoywv. (D. L. 9.53-4 = DK 80 Al = Radermacher B Il 10 = Protagoras

D17 Laks/Most)

He was the first to divide speech into four kinds — prayer, question, answer, command
(others say into seven: narration, question, answer, command, report, prayer, calling),

which he even named ‘foundations of speech’.

6V 88 mepi TV AEEWY Bv pév oTiv g1d0g Bempiag To oynuata THC Aéemg, & dottv &idévar
Thc VokplTikic Kkod Tod TV Totn TV £X0VIog ApyLTeKTOVIKNY, olov Ti VIO Kai Ti edyn
Kol O1YNO1G Kol ATEAT] Kol EpMTNOIG Kol AmoKpilolg Kol € Tt Ao TolodTov. Tapd yYop
TNV T00VTOV YVAGCLV §| dyvoloy 0VOLV €1g TNV TOMTIKNV Emttipmpuo eépetot 6 Tt Koi d&lov
omovdf|g. i yap av Tig vmoAdPor uapticOor a Ipwtaydpag émtud, Ott edyecObou
oidpevog émtdrtel ginv ‘puijviv dede Bed’; 10 yap kekedoar, enotv, TOEV TL | un
énito&ic éotv. 010 mapeicfw d¢ dAANG Kol ov Tiig monTikiig Ov Oedpnua. (Arist. Poet.

1456b8-19 = DK 80 A29 = Radermacher B 11l 13 = Protagoras D25 Laks/Most)

In matters of lexis, one kind of study concerns the manners of speaking. Knowledge of
these belongs to the art of delivery and to anyone who has that kind of expertise; for

instance, what a command is or what a prayer, a narration, a threat, a question, an answer
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or any other such matter. For no serious charge can be brought against the art of poetry
on the basis of knowledge or ignorance of these matters. For why would one suppose that
what Protagoras criticizes is a mistake, namely that [Homer], whilst thinking he is uttering
a prayer, gives an order by saying, ‘Sing, Muse, of the wrath?” For to command,
[Protagoras] says, is to give the instruction to do or not to do something. Therefore, let

this consideration be left aside as being the object of study of another art and not of poetry.

These two pairs of fragments suggest a similar pattern. First, Protagoras makes a global and
seemingly uncontroversial distinction — between genders in nouns or between four (or seven)
nobuéveg Aoywv — and then he applies those distinctions in an unexpected, provocative way,
arguing, for instance, that it is not 1 pfjvig, but 0 pijvic, or that one should not say dede Oed
when uttering a prayer (e0y®An). At the same time, many details remain to be clarified: it is not
obvious what some of the terms used in these passages mean, nor why ufjvic should be
masculine or saying dede Oed be incompatible with uttering a prayer. Nonetheless, without
being blind to the apparent normative slant of Protagoras’ linguistic endeavours, Gomperz
found these fragments impressive enough to credit the sophist with being the first to show a
systematic interest in grammar.

However, efforts to come to a more precise understanding of exactly what Protagoras was
up to, were dealt a severe blow when Fehling (1965) argued that Protagoras’ views of language
did not amount to a systematic and independent body of early linguistic theory. Pointing out
that two of the concrete applications of Protagoras’ insights of which we have knowledge

concern the opening words of the lliad, pfjviv dede Oea ... odlouévny, Fehling argued that

2 Gomperz (1922) 365-9. Steinthal (1890-91) 1.136 called Protagoras’ distinction between genders of nouns the
‘Entdeckung der ersten grammatischen Tatsache’, but added that because of Protagoras’ remark on pfjvig being

masculine this discovery was immediately tainted ‘mit dem Fluche der Lacherlichkeit’.



Protagoras’ linguistic observations were entirely ad hoc, and solely developed as an instrument

for criticizing Homer and other poets. Fehling drew the conclusion

dall die grammatischen Einteilungen, die von Protagoras Uberliefert sind, nicht einer
systematischen Abhandlung entstammen, sondern nur im Rahmen einer beispielhaften
Vorfiihrung seiner Methode der Dichterkritik und auch dort nur beildufig entwickelt
wurden. Es ist dann so gut wie sicher, daf es weitere Einteilungen von ihm nicht gegeben

hat. (Fehling (1965) 214)

Fehling’s view has won widespread acceptance, so that it is now quite generally thought that
Protagoras’ observations on language were ‘casually’ made (Schenkeveld (1984) 293), or a
mere ‘by-product’ of his intellectual rivalry with Homer (Sluiter (1990) 8). Only recently have
scholars begun to reconsider the sophist’s contribution to linguistic thought, especially Corradi
(2012) and Rademaker (2013). However, they continue to study Protagoras’ opboémeio mostly
in the context of what we know of the sophist’s wider curriculum, as being relevant to his
teachings on poetry, rhetoric, epistemology, gdfovAio. and political apetr. They are less
interested in reconstructing Protagoras’ linguistic arguments, and are content with offering
various possibilities.

In our view, Fehling’s position deserves a firmer rebuttal than it has been given so far.
We do not deny that Protagoras pressed his linguistic activities into the service of his critique
of Homer, but we do not think that they can have been nearly so ad hoc as Fehling and others
claim. Here is for good measure Fehling’s reconstruction of Protagoras’ argument, written in

the sophist’s voice:

‘Ich will zeigen, wie man untersucht, ob ein Dichter etwas richtig gesagt hat oder nicht,

denn der Menge scheint oft vieles ganz anders, als es in Wirklichkeit ist. Die Ilias wird
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von allen Griechen fiir die grof3te aller Dichtungen gehalten. Dennoch hat Homer bereits
ganz zu Anfang zweierlei falsch gemacht. Er sagt dort pfjviv ovAopuévnv. Nun sind aber
alle Substantive entweder mannlich oder weiblich oder sachlich. Das Wort pijviv
gebraucht er weiblich, es mufite aber zu den mannlichen gehéren. Deshalb ist obAouévnv
nur dem Anschein nach richtig, in Wahrheit wére es aber ovAduevov. Ferner sagt er dgeide
Oea. Nun ist aber alles, was man sagt, entweder Frage oder Antwort oder Befehl oder
Bitte. delde aber sagt man, wenn man befiehlt. Also hat Homer zwar geglaubt, die Muse

zu bitten, in Wirklichkeit ihr aber befohlen.” (Fehling (1965) 214)

It seems to us that this reconstruction passes over a number of important points.

First of all, Fehling fails to acknowledge the pioneering character of Protagoras’
observations, writing instead as if distinctions such as those between the genders of nouns could
already be taken for granted by Protagoras and his audience.® In fact, the passage from
Aristotle’s Rhetoric strongly suggests that Protagoras was the first to make gender distinctions
in nouns, while Diogenes Laertius explicitly states that Protagoras was the first (zp&dtoc) to
divide up Aoyog into four (or seven) categories (in a section on the sophist’s evopnuata). If that
IS SO, the question is whether such distinctions can be ‘casually’ made without much argument
or exposition. It is not immediately transparent, for instance, that the difference between 6 1 t6
is one of gender (if, say, you ask a French child not yet schooled in grammar why it is ‘la table’
and not *le table’, the child would hardly say that it is because ‘table’ is feminine). And the
same question becomes more pressing still when we also take into consideration that Protagoras

was not only the first to make the distinctions attributed to him, but also made them in such a

¥ A more sympathetic attitude towards the importance of, and the difficulties involved in, Protagoras’ raising
awareness of linguistic facts is expressed by Gomperz (1922) 365-9, Wackernagel (1928) 4 and Dietz (1976) 67, 153-
4. Cf. Stern (1983) for a modern appraisal of the role of ‘language awareness’ in learning and teaching languages.
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way that he could put them in the form of normative ‘rules’ and convincingly maintain, against
the Sprachgefiihl of his fellow Greeks, that Homer made two mistakes in writing pijviv éeide
Oed (...) ovdouévny. If his reasoning lacked all plausibility, he would surely merely have
sounded ridiculous (as of course he does to Fehling and other modern scholars — it may be noted
in passing that sounding ridiculous is different from being playful). All of this requires a more
elaborate and sustained argument than is warranted by a wish to score a few easy points off
Homer.

Secondly, if there is any historical accuracy in Plato making Protagoras proclaim, in the

eponymous dialogue (Prot. 339a),

Myodpar (...) avdpi mondeiag péytotov pépoc eivar mepi ndv Sevov sivar’ Eotv 8& TodT0
70 VO TOV oM TV Aeydpeva oldv T givarn cvviévar & te dpOdC memoinTal kai 6 pr, Kod

émiotacOat S1ehelv 1€ Kol EpOTM®UEVOV AOYOV doDVaL

| believe the most important piece of education for a man is to be competent in poetry;
and that means to be able to understand what is well formulated and what is not in what

the poets say, and to know how to analyse these things and set them out when questioned,

it becomes rather difficult to imagine Protagoras charging his exorbitant fee of 100 minae (D.L.
9.52 = DK 80 A 1) without giving detailed and reasoned guidance on how to proceed with the

critical analysis that was meant to be the centrepiece of his curriculum.*

4 The exact amount has been questioned, but is irrelevant; the fee-paying nature of the sophists’ instruction is
beyond doubt: for Protagoras cf. also PI. Prot. 349a, Hipp. Mai. 282d, Isocr. Hel. 2 and 6, Philostr. VS 1.10, and see

on the matter e.g. Blank (1985), Tell (2009).



And thirdly, for what is is worth, we should note that the famous encounter of Strepsiades
with ‘Socrates’ in Aristophanes’ Clouds, which will be discussed more fully later on,
unambiguously makes the ‘Protagorean’ study of grammar an independent and self-contained
part of instruction. After Strepsiades has explicitly complained that all he wants to learn is the

‘most unjust speech’, he is sternly told by ‘Socrates’(-Protagoras)

AL Etepa O€l o€ TpoTepa ToHTOL PAVOAVELY,

TOV TETPOTOd®V (Tt 0TIV 0pOMdG dppeva (Ar. Nub. 658-9)

But before that you have to learn other things, which of the four-footed beings are truly

male

— upon which a lengthy lesson on grammatical gender follows, which bears no humoristic
resemblance whatsoever to what Fehling imagined to have taken place in Protagoras’
classroom, but focuses exclusively on (comic) linguistics per se (Ar. Nub. 660-93; cf. Section
2.5).

In what follows, we will first make an attempt to reconstruct Protagoras’ ideas about
gender and then those about mood, before considering other grammatical distinctions which

the sophist may have made.

2 Protagoras on grammatical gender

2.1 Textand interpretation of Sophistici Elenchi

As a first step towards reconstructing Protagoras’ doctrine of gender, we need to consider the

relevant passage from the Sophistici Elenchi more closely. Exactly what Aristotle says here is
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unclear and has led to confusion. One difficulty originates from a textual issue. The manuscripts
read kobdamep O Ipwtayopag Eleyev, €i ktA. (one manuscript omits 0), but we adopt the
accentuation 6 and accompanying punctuation proposed by Ross in the OCT. This correction
brings the text in line with Aristotle’s practice of not using articles with personal names when
citing sources.® It also makes it possible to take kofdmep and &i together, producing a phrase
with which Aristotle regularly introduces (dubious) claims that serve as examples.® An
important consequence of construing kabdanep with &i rather than with &\eyev is that it makes
clear that the claim that pfjvig and T@Ang are masculine is to be attributed to Protagoras, but that
the distinction among three manifestations of solecism belongs to Aristotle himself. This is
likely enough, because throughout the Sophistici Elenchi Aristotle is concerned with analysing
the validity and invalidity of sophistic arguments (in casu those that involve grammatical errors)

and the reasons why invalid ones often have a semblance of validity about them.’

5 The article is never so used in the Sophistici Elenchi, Poetics and Rhetoric, the works that have been checked
(except in phrases that identify characters like 6 KoAlikAfig év 1@ Topyig ‘the Callicles of the Gorgias® (SE
173a8)).

® Aristotle uses kaddnep i especially often in Top., to which SE forms an appendix. A verb of speaking is usually
drawn into the si-clause, but in our case the claim has actually been made and so £ eyev does not come under the
scope of &i; cf. e.g. mpdTOV pEv oKromelv €l un gipnke noia cuviesig, kabdmep gl capka Opopevog §j OGTODV TV
Topd¢ Kol YAic Kai dépog eine cHvOeoty (Top. 151a21-3: “[If someone gives a definition], you should first consider
if he has failed to state the kind of composition; this [i.e. not stating the kind] is exactly what happens if someone in
defining “flesh” or “bone” called them a “composition of fire, earth and air’”).

7 Translations such as those of Graham (2010) 2.709 (‘there is a difference between committing this, not
committing it but seeming to, and committing it but not seeming to, as Protagoras used to say. For instance “wrath”
and “helmet” are masculine in sense [but grammatically feminine in Greek]’) and Laks/Most (2016) 51 (It is
possible not only to commit one [i.e. a solecism], but also to seem to commit one although one does not do so, and
also to commit one without seeming to do so, as Protagoras used to say, since “wrath” (...) and “helmet” (...) are
[scil. in reality] masculine’) obscure the matter as they attribute the typology of solecism to Protagoras and make

9



With those bases covered, we turn to the question how Protagoras’ claim that pijvigc and
mAng are masculine relates to these three manifestations of solecism. In our view, two
possibilities are worth considering. For our first explanation, it is important to keep in mind that
in the Sophistici Elenchi Aristotle critically reviews types of invalid, but seemingly plausible,
arguments used by sophists when they attempt to refute an interlocutor in a question and answer
session (&\eyyoc). The first type of solecism identified by Aristotle (‘to commit one’) is not, it
seems, exemplified. It provides the base line, so to speak, and merely concerns mistakes
committed against common usage which are recognized by everyone. By contrast, the other
two types may both be illustrated in the sentence headed by 6 pev yoap Aéywv, though not
straightforwardly so, because after Aristotle’s opening statement on there being three
manifestations of solecism, the perspective shifts to that of Protagoras (note kot’ éxeivov, which
distances Aristotle from Protagoras’ claim).® The sentence may thus be read as a compressed
version of a two-stage &\eyyog. One first gets an interlocutor to say ufjviv ovAopévny (“Don’t
you think the first lines of the Iliad are particularly fine? Can you recite them for me?”’) and
then states that the interlocutor is wrong to say it (“You thought they were fine? Now that I
come to think of it, there’s a huge mistake in them, which you just unthinkingly reproduced”).
The sophist next leads the interlocutor through an argument which makes it seem plausible that
uivv ovdopévny is indeed wrong (Aristotle’s second type: to ‘appear to commit a solecism
without doing so’, un molodvta eaivesbat). The interlocutor then reconsiders and comes out
with pfjviv ovAopevov, as if this were correct (“You’re right, we should say pijviv ovAopevov™):

he now commits a solecism, but no longer seems to do so (the third type: to ‘commit a solecism,

it seem as if the idea that ufjvic and nAn& are masculine derives from Aristotle. Hecquet (2019) 221 is more
precise (“il est possible d’en faire, et de paraitre en faire sans en faire, et de ne pas sembler en faire quand on en
fait: si, comme le disait Protaogras, 6 pfjvig («la colére») xai 6 miAnég («le casque») sont du genre masculin’).

8 Cf. Dorion (1995) 15-24 for an in-depth analysis of the title in relation to the content of the treatise.

® Cf. Hecquet (2019) 221 n. 7, who suggests that the two types are illustrated ‘sous forme de chiasme’.
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without seeming to do so’, molodvta un dokeiv) — thanks, that is, to the clever, but faulty,
reasoning of the sophist, against which the Sophistici Elenchi teaches you to be on your guard.

The second way of reading the passage brings in the difference between @aivecOat and
dokeiv left undiscussed so far.1° To be sure, it is not inconceivable that these verbs are indeed
used interchangeably here, and at first sight there even seem to be good reasons to think so: just
as Aristotle’s un molodvta @aivesBon appears to be echoed by 0 8¢ ‘ovAOuEVOV’ QaiveToLl péy,
AL’ 00 colowkilet [sc. kata [Mpmtayopav], so the alternative possibility mowodvta un dokeiv
would be taken up by 6 pév yap Aéyov ‘odhouévnv’ corowkilel pev kot EkElvov, oV Qaivetat
8¢ toic dAloig, thereby leading to a real doxelv ~ paivesOor equivalence. In reality, though, the
wording may not be haphazard at all. Whereas ¢aivecOar refers to an appearance that
(intuitively) ‘meets the eye’, without a reflective process being involved, the same need not be
true of dokeiv, which typically presupposes a stage in which the opinion or ‘belief” in question
(66&a) is mentally formed. This being so, it may well be that Aristotle’s reference to Protagoras
is meant to illustrate only the third possibility (rowobvto un dokeiv), to which it is actually
attached, but not the second (un mowodvta eaivesOor). Just as there are obviously instances of
the first possibility (moieiv — it is a simple given that people make (objective) grammatical
mistakes from time to time), so it can be taken for granted that there are also situations where
people intuitively object to some linguistic usage, although in reality (i.e., in the eyes of
someone with the appropriate grammatical training) there is no reason for doing so — in other
words, un motodvto in pn molodvta eaivesOou refers to an ‘objective’ absence of mistakes (one
with which Aristotle would agree), not to a subjective/sophistic absence of mistakes as in
Protagoras’ ufjviv ovAopevov (with which Aristotle himself does not agree). By contrast, in the

case of the third possibility Aristotle focuses on exactly the kind of situation for which

10 For this difference cf. Bonitz (1870) 203, s.v. dokeiv. Of the translations mentioned in fn. 7 above, only
Hecquet’s pays attention to it.

11



Protagoras’ wild doctrine can serve as a prime example, a situation where there is ‘objectively’
a mistake (molodvta) but where a sophistic argumentative process nevertheless leads to the 66&a
that there is none. Aristotle’s double use of @aivetaun in the sentence starting with 6 pév yap
Aéyov ‘odhouévny’ is thus somewhat different from the use of @aivesOau in the formulation of
the second possibility (un molodvta eaivesbar): in the latter case it undoubtedly refers to an
(according to Aristotle) erroneous view, whereas in the former case it refers to a view that is
shared by Aristotle as one of the @A\ot (since opposed to Protagoras’ odd idea) and hence
actually correct. In other words, the entire difficulty results from the fact that where gaivesOat
is first used it contrasts with an unqualified ‘objective’ truth, and therefore must be understood
as entailing a ‘mere appearance’, whereas where it is subsequently used it contrasts with another
opinion —that of Protagoras —, without the entailment that the ‘appearance’ is a ‘mere

appearance’ (except of course from Protagoras’ point of view).

2.2 Protagoras’ reasoning

Moving on, the fundamental question is of course how Protagoras actually argued his case. It
is here that the real controversy begins, since Aristotle does not explain Protagoras’ reasoning
in any detail. Perhaps prompted by Aristotle’s own interest in mismatches between grammatical
gender and biological sex,!!* some scholars, including Murray, Most, Sluiter and Di Cesare,
claim that Protagoras’ point was purely semantic and took into account the supposedly

‘masculine’ nature of pfjvic as an emotion and of T\AnE as a piece of warfare equipment.*?

11 Cf. SE 166b10-12, quoted in Section 2.6; Schreiber (2003) 46-7.

12 See Murray (1946) 177 (‘[Protagoras] seems also to have argued that words of such unfeminine character as
mAng, helmet, and pijvig, wrath, might be made masculine’); Most (1986) 68-9 (“il est impossible que la passion
virile d’Achille soit annoncée (...) par un substantif féminin (scil. uijviv)’); Sluiter (1990) 8 (‘[ufvic] had to be
masculine, probably on the ground that pfjvic is a male passion’); Di Cesare (1991) 102: ‘Protagoras [schldgt] das
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Others, however, argue that more formal considerations may have played a role. Thus,
Gomperz, echoed by Wackernagel and Fehling,'® suggests that mjAné, at least, may have been
classified as masculine by Protagoras on analogy of other masculine nouns in -a (6 6dpa&, 0
nopras, 0 otupas), though they maintain that pijvic was designated masculine because of its
meaning only, since nouns in -i¢ are generally feminine.'* Yet others, including Guthrie and
Corradi, suggest that formal distinctions may in fact have been paramount for Protagoras,

arguing that what matters is that both pfjvig and mjAné end in -s.2® Finally, there are those who

minnliche Geschlecht (...) vor, (...) weil dieses Genus fiir die Eigenschaften des Zorns und des Helms —
Eigenschaften, die fiir “objektiv”’ mannlich gehalten werden — angemessener zu sein scheint’); cf. also Siebenborn
(1976) 15, Schreiber (2003) 47, 50, Graham (2010) 2.721 (with his translation cited in fn. 7 above). The alleged
‘masculinity’ of ufjvig is not usually demonstrated. For all the fame of Achilleus’ pfjvig, already in the Odyssey we
also hear of the pfjvig of Athena (Od. 3.135; cf. e.g. Soph. Ai. 656, 757) and elsewhere pfjvig is attributed to
Demeter (h.Cer. 350), Hera (Aesch. Supp. 163) or the Furies (Aesch. Eum. 314, 889), among others. Personified
Mijvig is of course feminine as well (Aesch. Ag. 155, 702).

13 Gomperz (1922) 369, Wackernagel (1928) 4-5, Fehling (1965) 215. There are, however, telling divergences in
the detail: whereas Gomperz (1922) 368 found that ‘[d]ie Endung -x ist in der Regel ein Kennzeichen weiblichen
Geschlechts, aber keineswegs ausnahmslos’, the exceptions precisely being ‘drei Worte, die je einen Bestandteil
der Kriegsriistung bezeichnen’, Wackernagel (1928) 4, who seems unsure of the formal approach anyway,
(questionably) claimed that ‘die meisten Substantiva auf & sind Maskulina’. Fehling (1965) 215 then suggested
‘daB Protagoras geschickt von pfjvic zu mAné ausgewichen ist, wo er eine plausible Analogie hatte’.

14 Once again, there are of course many masculines as well, as acknowledged by Gomperz (1922) 368 (e.g. pavric,
Opvig, 6¢1c).

15 Guthrie (1971) 221-2 n. 1, Corradi (2012) 152-3. However, Corradi later paraphrases Protagoras’ thought as
‘Omero avrebbe dovuto concordare questo nome [Sc. pfjvig] con odAdpevog attribuendogli il genere maschile,
proprio della desinenza e soprattutto pil adatto a mettere in evidenza la natura virile del sentimento dell’eroe’
(Corradi (2012) 164, italics added).
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leave the matter open, including Kerferd, Dorion, Rademaker, Hecquet and Novokhatko,
suggesting that both types of reasoning may have played a role.

In our view, the third group of scholars is correct and Protagoras’ argument did indeed
have to do with ‘morphological’ consistency (in scare quotes, because, as will become clear,
Protagoras did not have the concept of a morpheme, but looked at the final letters of words).

One key piece of evidence concerns a strange chapter in Aristotle’s Poetics:

aOTAV O TOV OVOUAT®V TO PEV dppeva Ta O€ ONAea T 6& peTa&y, dppeva PHEV OG0 TEAELTA
€1g 70 N xai P kai Z kol doa €k tovTov cvykettal (tadta &’ €otiv dvo, ¥ kal E), Oniea ¢
doa &Kk TV povNévToV €ic Te To del poxpd, olov gig H kol Q, kai tdv énekTetvopévov gig
A- dorte oo ovpPaivel TAnbet gig 6o Ta dppeva kai to ONiea 0 yap ¥ kai 10 E cvvOetd
€oTv. €ig 8¢ dpmvov ovdEV dvopa TeEAELTH, 0VOE €lg pwvijev Ppayd. g 8¢ 10 1 Ttpia povov,
HEAL KO TiETept. €i¢ 0€ 10 Y mévte ** | 10 0¢ petaly eig tadta kol N kol X. (Arist. Poet.

1458a8-17)

Of the nouns themselves, some are masculine, some feminine and some neuter. Masculine
are all that end in -N and -P and -X and all that end in a compound of  (there are two of
these, ¥ and E). Feminine are all that end in the vowels which are always long, that is -H
and -Q, and those that end, from among the vowels that can be lengthened, in -A. The
result is that the number of masculine and feminine terminations is the same; for ¥

and E are compounds. No noun ends in a mute consonant or in a short vowel [i.e. a

16 Kerferd (1981) 69, Dorion (1995) 312-13, Rademaker (2013) 90, Hecquet (2019) 221 n. 5, Novokhatko (2020)
108. Rademaker’s translation of the relevant clause by ‘if ménis and péléx are masculine things’ favours the
semantic approach, while Hecquet’s rendering of &ppeva as ‘du genre masculin’ favours the formal one.
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vowel that can only be short: E and O]. Only three end in -1, uéAt honey, képuput gum,

and wémepr pepper. Five end in -Y, **. The neuters end in these and in -N and -X.

This chapter sits oddly in the Poetics and has been thought to be an interpolation,*” although it
does use the Aristotelian term for ‘neuter’, peta&d; given the evidence of SE, Protagoras would
have said okedn (on which see below, Section 2.3), while later grammatical theory opted for
ovdétepov. In any case, it presents the theory that the gender of nouns (6vépata) is determined
by their final letter: words ending in -N, -P, -, -¥ and -E are masculine, those ending in -H
and -Q and long and short -A are feminine, and words that end in -1 and -Y are neuter, as are
some words that end in -N and -X. (Some editors at the suggestion of Bywater read the final
sentence as ta 6¢ petady eig tadta <koi A> kai N <koi P> kai X, thus making the text better
fit our own grammatical knowledge; the addition of A also helps explain the term peta&p: the
neuter partakes of the terminations of both other categories.)

The main reason to connect this passage to a doctrine of Protagoras is that it neatly fits
with what we know the sophist said about the gender of ufjvig and mAné, and that it also ties
in with the parody of (what everyone has always assumed are Protagoras”) ideas on gender in
Aristophanes’ Clouds 658-93 (cf. Section 2.5). Moreover, since the doctrine put forward is so
patently wrong from a descriptive point of view, it is best understood as originating from a
prescriptive perspective, and that would seem to be much more in line with Protagoras’ evident
wish to baffle his audience than with sober Aristotelian scholarship.'® But we can go further
than that and make two additional points.

First, despite (or because of) its wrong-headedness, which culminates in internal

contradiction — if ‘masculine are all [nouns] (6ca) that end in -N and -P and -X’, there cannot

17 See Corradi (2012) 153 for bibliography.
18 Cf. Dorion (1995) 313, Hecquet (2019) 221 n. 5.
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logically be another category of nouns equally ending in -N and -X, as stipulated at the end —,
the list is highly instructive. There is one category of nouns for which the terminations of
masculine and feminine words work very well, namely proper names (male names: e.g. Ziuwv,
Méviwp, Tepuiic, PoiviE, Kovoy; female names: EavOinan, Zaned, Kopvva, Acnacia).
We would now argue that proper names are exactly the right place to start for a linguist who
for the first time attempts to show that certain grammatical distinctions in a language are related
to the concept of ‘gender’ (and not, say, ‘size’ or whatever). They offer a natural bridge between
form and meaning, as is neatly highlighted by the parodic scene in Clouds where personal
names do indeed play a central role (though of course also because they can serve as a cue to
ridicule specific individuals: Ar. Nub. 680-93). Protagoras’ reasoning may thus have been as
follows: you take the personal names and show that they quite consistently terminate in certain
letters when they are names for men, and in other letters when they are names for women.*®

You then generalize the formal criterion to all nouns, including pfjvic and mAné. % As for the

9 In contrast to the situation among common nouns, where large categories like the feminines in -c1¢ have to be
disregarded, the number of exceptions (such as @¢tig, KOmpig) is manageable here. Protagoras’ analysis of Greek
names may also have inspired Herodotus’ comparable, though factually more problematic, claims about Persian
ones (Hdt. 1.139: televtdot mavta &g T@HTO Ypappa, O Amipiéeg pev oav kaiéovot, Toveg 6¢ oiypa ‘They all
end in the same letter, which the Dorians call “san”, the Ionians “sigma’’).

20 In this context the bold interpretation of the passage from SE by Lougovaya and Ast (2004) deserves mention.
Partly because they follow the manuscript reading 6 TTpwtaydpag (cf. Section 2.1), they believe that the passage
‘does not state that Protagoras believed that the person who employs the definite article 1| with pfjvig commits a
solecism’ (Lougovaya and Ast (2004) 275). They suggest instead that Protagoras had in mind the personal name
0 Mfjvig and the demotic 6 TINAnE (‘a man from the deme Peleces’): thus, someone who says Mfjviv obAdpeVOV
seems to commit a solecism (because everyone thinks of Iliad 1.1-2 and the word 1) pijvig), but does not in fact do
so, while if you say Mfjviv ovAopévnv you commit a solecism, but nobody notices. This interpretation seems far-
fetched and based on a dubious rendering of the Greek (since &t in &1 ‘0 pufjvig’ kol ‘0 TYANnE’ Gppevd €otiv cannot
mean ‘in the case where’ = 6tav/omdtov). Moreover, it lacks applicability beyond the two exceedingly rare
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neuter, Protagoras may have started by enumerating the (limited number of) words that
terminate in the remaining letters in which Greek words may end, namely -I and -Y, and
concluded that they all refer to ‘things’.?* (We will return below to neuter words ending in -N
and -X.) Such a transfer from names to nouns more generally was no doubt aided by the fact
that the term 6voua could refer to either of the two groups of words — so that, as long as the
‘right’ meaning of évopa is picked, even the claims that ‘all the (6ca) ovopata [= “proper
names”] in -N, -P, -X are masculine’ and ‘the neuter évopoto [= “nouns”] end in -1, -Y, -N, -X’
are no longer contradictory.?

Secondly, it may be significant that the issue of nouns ending in -Z and -¥ is of some
relevance to the argument of the Poetics passage, for the balance in number between masculine
and feminine nouns/names only works as long as the items in -E and -¥ are treated as a
subcategory of those in -X. That in itself is a perfectly reasonable view, which could originate
with Aristotle just as easily as with Protagoras.?® But only if the entire doctrine ultimately went
back to the latter, could we finally also make out why Protagoras, in addition to pfjvig, chose
mAn¢g to illustrate his point. Being the first word of the Iliad, feminine pijvic was of course a

godsend to capture everyone’s attention; but if the whole point was to strike the audience with

onomastic items it would involve, of which Mfjvig is not even securely attested before the third century BC (cf.
Corradi (2012) 150 n. 2).

21 Some recentiores add examples to the passage from the Poetics: §6pv shaft, zév flock, vémo mustard, yovo knee.
Herodian (I p. 354-5 Lentz) lists about twenty words in -1 and ten in -v.

22 The ambiguity was finally resolved when the Stoics separated out the dvopato mpoonyopiké (or Tpocnyopiar)
as ‘common nouns’ possessing a ko wototng (‘common quality’) from the other dvopoto as designations of an
dia To10TNg or ‘specific quality’ (i.e. Gvopo = ‘proper name’): see Steinthal (1890-91) 2.237, Wackernagel (1926)
14.

23 Hailing from the Ionian colony Abdera, Protagoras himself will have been used to the letters = and ¥ already
in the fifth century, just as Aristotle certainly was in the fourth; but Protagoras’ Athenian audience was still
employing the digraphs XX and ®OX at the time.
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‘wrong’ feminines, why go for mAn& next, rather than a high-frequency word such as noiig or
x&pig (each of which is also more common in Homer than mqAng is)? Unlike these, however,
mAng was the ideal example if there was at the same time a need to come up with an item
ending in one of the ‘compound letters’; for of all the Homeric nouns in -§ or -y, tnAn& with
its ten attestations (of which several with an unambiguously feminine attribute: e.g. 1l. 13.527

mAnka eagwvny, 16.104-5 paewn ming Borlouévn) was by far the most common.

2.3 Protagoras’ terminology

There are several additional considerations which make it plausible that Protagoras’ argument
was in the first place a formal one, and some of them offer tantalizing further possibilities to
follow his reasoning. The first concerns Protagoras’ terminology and is very simple; yet, it has
been curiously overlooked so far. As such, Protagoras’ terms dppnv ‘male > masculine’ and
Ofilug ‘female > feminine’ seem straightforward enough, both because of the likely role played
by male and female names in the development of the theory (Section 2.2) and also, more
generally, because at least the most prototypical members of the respective declension classes
do designate male and female beings, respectively (e.g. avip/yovn, deomotng/déomoiva, etc.).
The same may then also be said about Protagoras’ term for the ‘neuter’, okedog: prototypical
neuters are indeed okevn (‘implements, utensils’). But if it were true that Protagoras’ approach
had been a semantic one, this would lead to a glaring paradox. Whatever one may think about
emotions, and their possible associations with men or women (cf. pijvic), Protagoras’ argument
about mAng& simply could no longer stand: since the noun ckedog often specifically refers to
pieces of equipment, including military gear,? it would have been nothing but perverse for

Protagoras to object to the current classification of =qAn& among the 6vAea, only to then place

24 Cf. LSJ 1607, s.v., referring to Thuc. 6.31 and Xen. Cyr. 4.5.55.
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that word among the dppeva and not among the okedn where it so evidently belonged if the
meaning was anything to go by. In other words, the basis for claiming that =qAng is really

masculine rather than feminine must have been unrelated to semantics.

2.4 The continuation of Sophistici Elenchi

Next, immediately following the passage from Aristotle’s Sophistici Elenchi found in editions
of the fragments of Protagoras, there is a further discussion of ‘seeming solecisms’ involving
both gender and inflection (zt®otc) (173b26-174a9). The sophistic line of reasoning which
Aristotle dissects relies on the fact that neuter words have the same form in the nominative and
accusative, whereas masculine and feminine words do not. Thus, in both ‘it is a log (§ott
Evkov)’ and (I believe it) to be a log (eivau EHAov)’ EvAov has the same form, but that does not
hold for Kopiokog in ‘o1t Kopiokog® and ‘sivon Kopiokov’. According to an ingenious set of
questions which Aristotle spells out only later (182a10-182b2) this discrepancy allows sophists
to pretend that an interlocutor saying (accusative) Kopiokov is in fact claiming that it should be
10 Kopiokov. For our purposes, however, it is more noteworthy that Aristotle, after saying that

masculine words like Kopiokog have different forms in all cases (ai ntdoeig dnacoat), adds

Kol € TV ONAe@V dVOUATOV OGOVTMS, Kol £TTL TAV AEYOUEVOV PEV OKEVGV, EXOVIMOV 08
OnAeiog §j dppevog kKAfjowv. doa yap €ig 10 O kai 10 N tedevTd, TaDTA OV GKELOLG EYEL

~ YT cern s ¢ N S U o N N ¥y , s N
KAfow, otov ‘E0AoVv’, ‘oyowiov’: T 6€ pun oVtwg Gppevog 1 ONieog, wv Evia pépopiey €mi

T8 GKEV, 010V ‘AoKOC’ HEV Eppev Tovvopa, ‘kKhivn)’ 8¢ Bfjlv. (SE 173b39-174a4)

it is the same with feminine nouns and with the words that are called ‘things’ but have a
feminine or masculine designation. For only those that end in -O- plus -N have the

designation of ‘things’, such as &6Lov log and oyowviov rope. If they do not, they have a
19



masculine or feminine one, and some of these we apply to ‘things’, such as the masculine

noun doko6g wine-skin and the feminine noun kAivn bed.

So far we have only come across evidence to suggest that Protagoras limited his speculations
about the connections between grammatical form and gender to the final letters of words
(Section 2.2). However, in connection with the transfer from names to nouns we have also
already seen that, while the ‘rule’ he postulated served his purpose in some respects, it has
various shortcomings. Of course, Protagoras was not a descriptive linguist, but rather used his
‘rule’ to make prescriptive pronouncements.?® But even within such a framework, there are
limits to what one can get away with. The most glaring problem concerns the neuter. After all,
there are really very many neuter words ending in -(o)v and also many in -(0)c, which according
to Protagoras’ ‘rule’ should all be masculine. It is therefore interesting to note that in this
passage of SE Aristotle takes up the point of neuter terminations and uses the word Protagoras
used as his term for ‘neuter’, okedog (which, incidentally, itself infringes the ‘rule”). To account
for this, we would tentatively suggest that the passage is based on an elaboration of Protagoras’
theory, moving from a consideration of the final letter of words to a consideration of the final
two letters; and it is at least conceivable that already Protagoras himself had found himself

forced to make this concession and refine his claims.

2.5  The parody in Aristophanes’ Clouds

25 Not necessarily in the sense that he would have promoted real linguistic reform, or ‘adjusted’ his own usage (as
suggested by Lana (1950) 56-9; cf. also Siebenborn (1976) 16, Kraus (1987) 190), but certainly by finding fault
with Homer.
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Furthermore, in the passage just cited Aristotle shifts the focus away from a consideration of
the nominative form alone, in order to expose the trap used by the sophistic &Aeyyog. Instead,
he suggests, attention may profitably be paid to the declension pattern as a whole, involving
nominatives (~ kAfjoic, the case with £ott), accusatives (the case with givat), as well as other
cases (cf. ai mtdoelg draoat). Once that is done, it is no longer possible for example to treat the
neuter nominative todto in ti Tobto; ‘What is this?’ as an ‘equivalent’ of, or proxy for, the
masculine accusative todtov — as the sophists whom he rebukes appear to have done in order
to confuse their interlocutors. No one is specifically named here, but in view of the preceding
discussion of Protagorean sophistry, it would not surprise if Protagoras had also been guilty of
such kinds of trickery.

This suspicion becomes even stronger once we realise that Aristophanes staged a
surprisingly similar kind of sophistic trap in the grammar scene of Clouds whose Protagorean
inspiration is generally acknowledged. We will first discuss this similarity, before showing that
the exchange leading up to it also has ‘Socrates’ operating like a grammarian whose interest in

the form of words trumps semantic considerations (Ar. Nub. 681-93):

Y. £11 0€ ye mepl TV OVOUATOV HoOETV o€ O€l,
att’ dppev’ €otiv, dtta &’ avTdV ONiea.

>, GAL 018 Eywy’ & OMAe’ doTiv.

Y. elme om.

1. Avouira, dikvva, Kiertayopa, Anuntpio.

Y. dppeva d¢ mola TV OVOUAT®V;

1. popia.

DddEevog, Melnoiag, Apvviog.
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2.

2T,

2o.

2T,

2.

AL @ mOVpe, TodTA Y’ E0T OVK EpPPEVOL.
0VK Appev’ DUTV E0TLY;

0VOOUAS Y, Emel
TAC OV KAAEGELNG EVIVYOV Apovig;
Ommg dv; moil- “6edpo dedp’, Apvvia”.

Opac; yovaika TV Apoviov KoAeic.
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1. oUKoVV diKaims, TIG 00 oTpaTedETAL;

atap ti Tadd’ & mavteg iopev pavidvo;

SO. Also, you have to learn which names are male and which are female.
ST. But I know which ones are female!

SO. Go ahead then.

ST. Lysilla, Philinna, Kleitagora, Démétria.

SO. And which names are male?

ST. An awful lot: Philoxenos, Melésias, Amynias...

SO. Silly you, these are not male!

ST. They are not male according to you?

SO. No, not at all: how would you call Amynias when you see him?

ST. How? Like this: “Hello, hello, Amynia!”

SO. You see? You are calling a woman, “Amynia”!%

ST. Isn’t that right, given that she doesn’t do military service? Why do | have to learn

these things we all know anyway?

Although he is eventually outwitted by Strepsiades’ simple mind, ‘Socrates’ here seeks to trip
up his pupil in exactly the way Aristotle’s discussion suggests: by glossing over the fact that
nouns/names are grammatically defined by their declension pattern, and that the formal identity

of one case form to another case form (in Aristotle, the neuter nominative todto and the neuter

26 This is how the line is best translated, since ‘You are calling Amynias a woman’ does not fit what Strepsiades
has said in the preceding line. The article trjv, as well as indicating that Apvviav is in apposition, serves as a
quotation marker; cf. e.g. Ar. Thesm. 392 (ta¢ potyotpomoug (...) Koddv, ‘calling us “whore-wives™’), with Austin

and Olson (2004) ad loc.
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accusative todto; in Aristophanes, the masculine vocative in -a and the feminine nominative in
-a) does not of its own warrant any conclusion about the function which the form in question
has.

Importantly, meanwhile, ‘Socrates’” argumentation is an exclusively formal one both in
this case and throughout the scene. It is therefore misleading to suggest that the Aristophanic
passage lends support to the idea that Protagoras’ classification criteria, when dealing with
uivig and mAné, may have been a semantic as well as a formal one.?” Of course Aristophanes’
primary aim is to make his audience laugh, not to give a glimpse into a real sophist’s classroom.
Even so it is telling that the only stage character who takes semantics as the baseline when
asked to think about grammatical gender is the uneducated Strepsiades. It is he who ultimately
‘justifies’ the seemingly feminine form of address Apvvio by reference to the historical
Amynias’ effeminate character. ‘Socrates’, by contrast, does not argue along the lines of
‘Amynias is effeminate, hence his name must be feminine’ (as would be implied by the
allegedly Protagorean argument that ‘pijvig is a male feeling, hence its name must be
masculine’).

The same is true in the other two sections of the Aristophanic scene. As already remarked,

the first deals with zoonyms (Ar. Nub. 658-69):

Y. AL’ Etepa O€l o€ TPOTEPQ TOLTOV PaVOAvVELY,
TAV TETPATOd®V A1t €0Tiv OpOAS Appeva.

1. GAL 018 Eywye Tappev’, €1 pr| paivopor:
KpLog, TPAYoc, TaDPOC, KO®V, AAEKTPLGMV.

Y. 0pac O TaoyeL; TV T€ ONAeloV KOAETG

2" Thus Kerferd (1981) 69 (‘Both criteria, that of morphological consistency, and that of consistency with natural
gender, are found in the satirical passage in Aristophanes’ Clouds’); Corradi (2012) 154.
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aAexTpLOVO Kot TaOTO Kol TOV dppeva.

1. oG M, QEPE;

Y. TAC; AAEKTPLMOV KAAEKTPLDV.
1. 1| Tov [locedd. viv 0& mdg pe xpn KAAETY;
Y. arextpoavay, Tov 8° ETepov AAEKTOPO.

1. dAekTpOavay; €0 e, Vi) TOV Aépa

Mot AvTi ToVTOL TOD S1ddYHOTOG LOVOL

SLAPITOG® GOV KUKA® TV KAPIOTOV.

SO. But before that you have to learn other things, which of the four-footed beings are
truly male.

ST. But I know the male ones, unless I’'m mad: ram, he-goat, bull, dog, cock
(alektryon).

SO. See what’s happening to you? You call the female alektryon just like the male.

ST. How that, come on?

SO. How? Well, alektryon and alektryon!

ST. By Poseidon, and how am | supposed to call it now?

SO. alektryaina, and the other one alektor.

ST. alektryaina? That’s a good one, by Air! For that piece of instruction alone I will fill

your kneading-trough with meal, all around!

Once again, Socrates does not proceed by saying ‘A hen is female, so the word we normally

use for hen (diektpvdv) must also be treated as grammatically feminine’. In fact, that is

precisely what he objects to: aiektpumv cannot be grammatically feminine because its form

25



(ending in -(®)v, rather than e.g. -(oav)a) is such that it is incompatible with femininity.?® And

once Strepsiades has inadvertently given the cue by saying tv képdomov, the discussion

continues accordingly (Ar. Nub. 670-80):

2o.

2T.

2.

2T.

2.

2T.

2.

2T.

2.

2T.

4

500 pal’ avdic, 1090’ Erepov- TV KapSomov
dppeva koelc MAetoy odoay.
0 TPOTY;
dppeva KOA®D *y® Kapdomov;
pédAMoTa ve,
domep ye kal Kiedvopov.
G O1M; PPAcOV.
TaOTOV duvatal cot Kapdomog Kiewvou.
GAL, Y60, 008’ v kapdomog Khewviup,
AL’ &v Bueig oTpoyyOAT v’ dvepdTTeTo.
Atap TO AOMOV TAG UE YPT) KOAETY;
Onwmg;
TNV KapdOTNV, GOTEP KAAEIG TNV ZOGTPATNV.
NV KapdonNV, OMAsiay;
opOdG yap Aéyers.

8Kgivo 8 v av ‘kopdonm Kiewvoun’.

28 \Wackernagel (1928) 2 stresses that the standard feminine counterpart of éAéktwp would be dlextopic, whereas

dAextpoova is an Aristophanic invention. However, since diextpoova next to daiextpudv is regular from a

strictly formal point of view (cf. dpdkwv/dpdkarva), it is more remarkable that ‘Socrates’, having replaced

feminine dAextpudv, also wants to get rid of masculine diektpvdv. This is probably not because (0) dAiektpvdv

would have been an epicene noun (as Janse (2020) 28 seems to suggest; but cf. Ar. fr. 17 and PI. Com. fr. 293 with

1N dlektpudv and tag dhektpudvag) but because diéktmp sounded more unambiguously masculine.
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SO. Again, see? another example: you call the kneading-trough (kardopos) a male
although it is female.

ST. In what way? | call a kneading-trough male?

SO. Yes, indeed, just like Kleonymos.

ST. How do you mean, tell me.

SO. For you a kneading-trough is the equivalent of Kleonymos.

ST. But, mate, Kleyonymos didn’t have a kneading-trough — he kneaded in a round
mortar. So what do | have to say in the future?

SO. What you have to say? Well, kardopé, just as you say Sostraté.

ST. Female kardopé?

SO. Yes, correct.

ST. So it would be ‘a kardopé for KleGnymé’!

In this case we get yet another variation on the same theme. The feminine gender of the word
for ‘kneading-trough’ is established, not on the basis of a supposed association of the implement
with women — in the same way as the association of a tnAn& with men has been alleged to work
—, but on the basis of the formal characteristic of the kapdon- lexeme taking a feminine article;
so agreement is brought in, just as it was by the real Protagoras in his discussion of the
combination of pfjviv with ovdopévnv/oviduevov. To be sure, the argument is not then quite
the same as Protagoras’ Iliadic one (because for Protagoras Homer’s use of ovAopuévnyv was
clearly not a reason to regard pfjvig as feminine, let alone turn it into something like *unvin),

but the essential point is still that semantic considerations are lacking.?® Had these been of any

29 Cf. Janse (2020) 29-30: ‘The point of Socrates’ digression is that nouns belonging to the second declension
should be masculine and those belonging to the first declension feminine — whether naturally (evoet),
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importance to Protagoras’ doctrine about gender, it would have been easy enough for the comic
poet to capitalize on them. Their absence from Clouds therefore reinforces the impression that

Protagoras’ focus must have been a formal one.

2.6 The introduction of Sophistici Elenchi

Finally, we must beware that collections of fragments are treacherous things: they make
scholars ignore the wider context of the text from which they have been taken, even though that
context may be highly relevant to the interpretation of the fragment. This is the case with the
passage from the Sophistici Elenchi as well. Any remaining doubt that Protagoras used a formal
argument to argue that pfjvic and miAng are masculine is dispelled when we consider the context
in which Aristotle discusses the claim.

It is especially fruitful to look at the introduction of SE, in which Aristotle gives a brief
summary of its contents. In describing what he will do in ‘our’ section, he mentions fallacious
refutations which depend on the language employed (Aeyyor mapa v AéEwv), and the final

subcategory of those refutations are those that depend on ‘the form of the expression’:

oi 8¢ mapa 10 oyfpa ThHg Aé&emg cupPaivovsty dtav TO pn TVTO OGAHTOG EPUNVELNTAL,
T N ~ N \ ~ o ”n \ \ r 4 n 7 \ \ \
otov to dppev OV 7 10 OT|AL dppev 1j T0 peTadd Bdtepov TOVT®V, | TAALY TO TOLOV TOGOV
1| 10 TGOV To1dV, T TO To10DV TGOV T TO Stakeipevoy Totodv, Kol THAL & Mg dmjpnTar
npOTEPOV- ECTL Yap TO MR TV TOEY OV OC TV TOolElV TL TH AéEel onuaively. olov T
VYloivew Opoimg T@ oynfuatt The Aégemg AEyetat T@® TEUVEWY T} OIKOJOUETV: KOiTOL TO PEV
o0V Tt Kol SlaKeinevov T dNAot, 10 6€ TOIETV TL. TOV aOTOV 08 TPOTOV Kol £ml TV

dAAov. (Arist. SE 166b10-19)

conventionally (0¢cgt), or both.’
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The [refutations] which depend on the form of expression occur when what is not the
same is expressed in the same way. For example, when a masculine/male [item is
expressed as] a feminine, a feminine/female [item] as a masculine or a neuter one as either
of the other two. Or again, if a quality [is expressed as] a quantity or a quantity as a
quality, or an action as a passive or a disposition as an action, and so forth according to
the distinctions made earlier. For it is possible for something which does not belong to
the category of ‘actions’ to signify by the expression used that it belongs to the category
of ‘actions’. For instance, ‘to be healthy (Uywaiverv)’ is expressed by means of the same
form of expression as ‘to cut (téuverv)’ or ‘to build a house (oikodopeiv)’. Yet, the former
denotes some quality and disposition, the latter [two] an action. So, too, with the other

examples.

The term oyfua thg AéEemg has been much debated; it does not refer to the same concept in all
of Aristotle’s works.% In this context it must refer to the form of single words or, more
precisely, to that part of the form of single words to which meanings such as ‘masculine’ or
‘feminine’, or ‘action’ or ‘disposition’ can, according to the argument under discussion, be
attached. This is the only conclusion that can be drawn from the example which Aristotle gives:
the sole ‘form of expression” which vywaivewv, téuvewv and oikodopelv have in common is the
ending -ew. The kinds of meaning which are envisaged as being attached to a oyfjpa tig AéEemg

such as -etv are taken from Aristotle’s own ‘categories’.®! Yet, an actual sophistic £ eyyoc may

30 Cf. Dorion (1995) 219-20, 230, arguing against the view that the term here may also mean ‘figure of speech’
and apply to entire phrases. Refutations involving more than one word come under the heading of &.eyyot kata
ovvOeoty, at least in SE.

31 The cross-reference a¢ Sujpnton tpdtepov is to the list of ‘categories’ at Top. 1.9, 103b, to which thatat Cat. 4, 1b
should be added. At Cat. 4, 2a4 Aristotle gives téuvewv, together with kaicv, as a typical example of ‘action’,
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still underlie his words. The first step of such an &\eyyog would be the sophist’s observation
that verbs ending in -ew typically denote ‘actions’; judging by the examples téuvelv and
oikodoueiv, perhaps something like ‘transitive verbs’ was meant by this. The next step would
be to generalize this observation and make the interlocutor concede that -etv means ‘action’.
Next, the sophist would make the unsuspecting interlocutor define the meaning of vywaivey,
which would no doubt be returned as (non-transitive) ‘be healthy’; after all, that is what the
verb means. The refutation which has now become possible consists in the sophist’s claim that
the interlocutor has wrongly defined the meaning of vywivew: it really means ‘make healthy’.
(Alternatively, and although Aristotle is not explicit about it, one can also envisage a different
‘refutation’: if the sophist’s stipulations also included the claim that verbs ending in -c6ou are
intransitive (the opposite of ‘actions’), the refutation could consist in the claim that, in saying
vylaivey, the interlocutor made a mistake: he should really have said *VywaivesOau.)

We need not assume that Protagoras himself came up with this particular &ieyyog, but
he does seem to have been the originator of this type of argument. One may therefore envisage

a very similar reasoning to underlie the point about pfjvic/anAng being masculine.

3 Protagoras on grammatical mood

Diogenes Laertius credits Protagoras with a fourfold division of ‘speech’ (Adyov) in a section

on the sophist’s eopripara.®? The passage of Aristotle hints at a specific application of the

and at Met. ® 6, 1048b30-1 and 8, 1050a25-32 he discusses oikodopusiv in terms of an activity which is not complete
in itself. On Aristotle’s classification of verbs, see Rijksbaron (1991).

32 We will return to the alternative seven-fold division below. Quintilian (Inst. 3.4.10 = Radermacher B 1l 12)
mentions Protagoras’ four-fold division as well, rather strangely in the context of a discussion about alternative
divisions of the main branches of rhetoric (judicial, deliberative, epideictic): Protagoran transeo, qui
interrogandi, respondendi, mandandi, precandi (quod svywArv dixit) partes solas putat.
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nvbuévec AMdywv on the part of Protagoras. In particular, it suggests that the sophist maintained
that Homer made a mistake in the first three words of the Iliad: they constitute an ‘order’,
whereas only a ‘prayer’ would have been appropriate in addressing a goddess.

So, what are the mvOuéveg Aoymv? 3 On one interpretation, best represented by
Schenkeveld (1984) 293, by using terms like ‘prayer’, ‘question’, ‘answer’ and ‘command’
Protagoras ‘casually indicated ways of expressing oneself’. Accordingly, Protagoras’ point
concerned a sort of rudimentary idea of ‘speech acts’ (Rademaker (2013) 87) or the
communicative value of different ‘kinds of sentences’ (Sluiter (1990) 7).%* On another
interpretation, however, it has been pointed out that the TvOuéveg Aoyov ‘seem to correspond
to typical uses of the four moods’ (Rademaker (2013) 92), so that the terms ‘prayer’, ‘question’,
‘answer’ and ‘command’ might be be seen as ‘corresponding roughly to optative, subjunctive,
indicative and imperative moods of the verb, here perhaps being formally distinguished for the
first time’ (Graham (2010) 2.721).

Again, we think the least one can say is that the mvOuéveg Aoymv must be defined with
reference to the moods. Aristotle’s (non-exhaustive) list of oyfuata Aé&emg (here meaning
something different from SE) introduces a certain amount of noise, but what we learn from him
about Protagoras is unambiguous: the only basis on which pijviv deide 0ed can be called an
‘order’ is the presence of an imperative and, if so, the most obvious way in which it could be

turned into a ‘prayer’ is by using an optative instead. Homer, so Protagoras’ argument must

3 Corradi (2012) 146 relates the term mOuqv to the (Pythagorean) language of mathematics, a ‘base’ or
‘radical’, ‘numero minimo dotato di una determinata proprieta’, translating ‘tipo fondamentale’.

34 Although Guthrie (1971) 219-20 discusses the mvOpévec Aoéywv under the heading of sophistic contributions
to ‘grammar’, he makes no reference to grammatical mood. According to Murray (1946) 177, Protagoras’ fourfold
division of Adyog shows ‘that there was as yet no division between rhétoriké and grammar’. Apparently, he assumes
thatitwasas much Protagoras’ goal to say something about the uses of language (rhetoric) as about its formal aspects
(grammar).
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have run, made a mistake when he said dede; he should have said deidoig. This gives rise to
the assumption that the mvuBuéveg Adywv map onto typical functions of the four grammatical
moods or, more accurately, onto the only ‘true’ function of each mood; Protagoras’ argument
depends on a generalization of the observation that the imperative is typically used in orders to
the claim that the imperative can or should only be used in orders.® The following associations
may be envisaged: the optative (deidoic ‘may you Sing’) corresponds to evywAn, the subjunctive
(deidopev; ‘should we sing?”) to épmtnotg, the indicative (deidelg ‘“you sing’) to andkpiolg and
the imperative (Gewde ‘sing!”) to évion.

One indication are the names which Protagoras gave to the moods. ‘Prayer’ (€0y®An)
and ‘command’ (évtoAr)) immediately suggest the optative and the imperative, while the
indicative is the prototypical mood of (a standard type of) ‘answer’ (amokpioic).%® Only the
proposed correspondence between the subjunctive and ‘question’ (épmdtnoilg) may seem
problematic.3’ For although several scholars have guessed that the sophist must have had the
subjunctive in deliberative questions in mind, this solution at first sight looks like a cop-out,
because the use of the subjunctive in this environment hardly represents a typical usage; later
grammatical theory called the mood vrotaktikn, and this term would seem to reflect a much

more central characteristic of the subjunctive, namely its use in subordinate clauses.

35 So Rademaker (2013) 92-3.

% See O’Sullivan (2011) 84-5. As he points out, dywAx is lonic (Aristotle uses £0yn) and therefore likely the term
Protagoras himself used. The later terms are not very far removed from Protagoras’: the optative (bywAn)
becomes the gvxtikn £yxhioig, the imperative (évtoln) the mpootaktikr. The standard term for the indicative is
optotikn}, which can be understood as either ‘defining’ or ‘specifying’, and these may also be the types of ‘answer’
Protagoras had in mind (‘What is Socrates?’ — ‘Socrates is a man’; ‘WhatisSocrates doing?’— Socrates is teaching’).
87 Gomperz (1922) 367 accepted the correspondence, though diagnosing ‘einen Anflug von
Gewaltsamkeit’.
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Having said that, we think that it is actually only natural that Protagoras should have
turned to the deliberative subjunctive. What needs to be kept in mind is that the use of the
subjunctive in subordinate clauses is nearly always obligatory, that is, determined by the
syntactic rules of the language and not immediately by its semantics. This makes it difficult to
assign a specific meaning to the subjunctive in this environment; one cannot, for instance,
replace the subjunctive with another mood to see how the meaning changes, because in most
cases all one will have produced is something ungrammatical and meaningless. It is reasonable
to assume, therefore, that a pioneering linguist like Protagoras focused on environments in
which mood choice does have immediate consequences for the meaning of sentences, that is,
on main clauses. If this is correct, he could have had three uses in mind:* 1) the deliberative
use; 2) the adhortative use (EAM0mpev ‘let’s go’); 3) the prohibitive use (only aorist: un &L6ng
‘don’t go’). The last two of these were unsuitable because of their jussive force, which
Protagoras (naturally) assigned to the imperative. Moreover, the criterion of substitution is
almost as useless in the case of the prohibitive subjunctive as in the case of subordinate clauses;
*m qAOsc and *un éM0& are both ungrammatical. Only the deliberative subjunctive could

therefore serve to complete the system.

4 Further grammatical distinctions?

Since the scope of Protagoras’ grammatical analyses thus encompassed both the fundamental
category of nominal gender and the equally fundamental category of verbal mood, we may
wonder if he did not also consider the most important counterpart of each, that is, nominal case

and verbal tense, respectively.®® As for the former, there is no positive evidence and, given the

38 Cf. Rijksbaron (2002) 39-40.
39 Alongside tense and mood, modern descriptions of Ancient Greek of course pay equal attention to aspect, but
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way in which Aristotle critically exposes the disregard for the nominative vs. accusative
distinction in the sophistic &\leyyot (cf. Section 2.4), this need not be a coincidence: perhaps
Protagoras really had nothing to say on the matter. In the light of what has just been remarked
about mood distinctions, this would not be surprising. Unlike the substitution of one mood by
another in main clauses, or indeed the substitution of one gender by another in the case of pairs
like Baciievg/Pacitela, Abnvaioc/Adnvaia or Kiedvopoc/Kiewvoun, the substitution of one
case by another would not, in a standard sentence, produce a semantically different, but
grammatically still acceptable outcome. Even a sophist cannot readily attack Homer for saying
unvv dede instead of, say, *unvewmg deiode.

With tense, on the other hand, the situation is similar to the one with mood. There would
be nothing grammatically wrong if, for instance, instead of pfviv dewde, Oea, (...) 1§ popi’
Ayanoic Ghye’ €0nke, Homer had sung ...&Ayea tiOnot. Against this background, a final passage,

this time from Diogenes Laertius’ sketch of Protagoras’ life, deserves attention:

Obtog mpdToc WohodV eicempdéato pvag Ekatdv- kai TpdTOC uépn ypdvov dibpioe Kol
Kapod SOvouy  €EE0eto Kol AOYOV Ay®dVOG E€MOMCATO KOl GOQIGHOTH  TOIG
TPOYUOTOLOYODGL TPOoTyoye: Kol Thv dtdvolay aeeig mpog tobvopa dedéydn (D. L.

9.52 = Protagoras DK 80 A 1.52 = Radermacher B 11 24 = Protagoras D20 Laks/Most)

He was the first to exact a fee of one hundred minae, and the first to distinguish parts of

time, to set forth the power of kairos, to institute contests in debating, and to teach rival

in antiquity (and until fairly recently) the latter category — and notably the status of the aorist — was subsumed
under the category of ypdévog. The (Stoic) name aopiortog itself implies the cover term (‘sc. ypovog’), as it
designates a ‘tense’ form that is “‘undefined’ with regard to the durative (mapatatikog) vs. completed (cuvteAiiog)
distinction to be found among the ypovor dpiopévor (present and imperfect on the one hand, perfect and pluperfect
on the other) (cf. Steinthal (1890-91) 2.302-3, Wackernagel (1926) 15).
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pleaders the tricks of their trade. And, setting aside the meaning, he argued with a view

to the [form of the] word.

The difficult last clause, if understood like this, rather neatly encapsulates Protagoras’ formal
take on language.*® Here, however, we focus on the preceding clause, with its reference to pépn
¥povov. This has been widely understood as hinting at a distinction of tenses,** and not just
because it is so reminiscent of terms like Aristotle’s puépn Aé&emg ‘parts of expression’ (Arist.
Poet. 20 = 1456b20-57a30, which discusses word classes as well as other units such as syllables
and ‘letters’/phonemes) or the Stoic uépn Adyov ‘parts of speech’. Against this view, it has been
observed that Aristotle was the first to analyze the encoding of time in the verb (Arist. Int. 16b6-
18; cf. Poet. 1457a14-18), and that the usual term for ‘tense(s)’ later on was ypovoc/ypdvot, SO
that Diogenes Laertius should have written tp@dtog tovg ypdvovg diwpioe if he had really meant
to refer to the grammatical feature.*? Neither of these objections is cogent. The first is a mere
petitio principii, and the second overlooks that an alternative formulation like the one just cited
might have misleadingly suggested that Protagoras already came up with the full inventory of
tenses with which later grammarians operate; that, however, need not be the case. If the most
immediate reading of uépn ypoévov — quite possibly Protagoras’ own term, paralleling his

nobuéveg AMoywv for what were later called gyxiicelg ‘moods’ — is the simple tripartite division

40 Translations vary: Laks/Most (2016) 99 (‘Disregarding the meaning, he discussed the word”) seem to think of a
signifié/signifiant dichotomy, as implied above (cf. Gigante (1976) 374, Graham (2010) 2.693); Hicks (1925) 465
(‘he neglected the meaning in favour of verbal quibbling’) reads a moral judgment into Diogenes’ remark (cf.
Mensch (2018) 461).

41 Thus, for example, Zeller (1920) 1417, Hicks (1925) 465, Untersteiner (1961) 19, Graham (2010) 2.693,
Laks/Most (2016) 47, Novokhatko (2020) 109-10; cf. Dunn (2001) 547-8 n. 1 with further references.

42 Dunn (2001) 548, with reference to the general argument of Fehling (1965) 212-17, and especially Pfeiffer
(1968) 38-9, 77, 245.
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into past, present and future,* it is conceivable that that is exactly what Protagoras also saw to
be reflected in grammar; for Dunn (2001) 548-9 rightly stresses that Diogenes cannot have
meant that Protagoras was the first to notice the existence (in human experience) of a past,
present and future as such — which would be banal —, nor that Protagoras is likely to have come
up with the complex differentiations later philosophers make between the ontological nature of
the present as opposed to the past and future. Given the context in which it occurs, Diogenes’
note must refer to something that either left a striking impression (cf. the astronomical fee,
mentioned before) or represented an intellectual innovation with which Diogenes’ educated lay
readers were familiar themselves (cf. the rhetorical importance of the xaipdg, mentioned
afterwards).* The recognition that the division of time into past, present and future is somehow
reflected in verbal morphology would fit this requirement, and given the prominence and
relative complexity of tense distinctions in Greek it would also stand to reason that Diogenes
chose to highlight this aspect rather than the (parallel) discovery of mood, let alone nominal
gender; after all, ever since Aristotle at least, time (and hence tense) was known to have a
special defining status when it came to the understanding of verbs (cf. Arist. Int. 16b6-7, pfjua
0¢ €011 TO Tpoconaivoy ypdvov ‘A verb is (an element) which also [sc. in addition to its lexical
meaning] signifies time”).

To this, one might of course still object that, while there is no better suited alternative for
interpreting Diogenes’ pépn ypovov, the ‘grammatical’ reading of the phrase nevertheless
remains in the air as long as there is no corroborating evidence of the kind we came across when

dealing with genders and moods. However, there may be one piece of information that does

43 Cf. Dunn (2001) 548, with parallels in (late) philosophical literature.
4 This also speaks against the unorthodox idea of Gunning (1915) 114 according to whom a ‘lesson timetable’

might be meant. On the connection of the notion of kapdg with the analysis of styles and registers and its origins
among the sophists, see Willi (2010) 304; cf. also Trédé (1992) 247-50.
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deserve a further look in this context. Consider again the Diogenes passage according to which
Protagoras ‘was the first to divide speech into four kinds — prayer, question, answer, command
(others say into seven: narration, question, answer, command, report, prayer, calling), which he
even named ‘“foundations of speech”. In our earlier discussion we did not dwell on the
parenthetical remark, and it is true that the Greek text need not mean that ‘others’ claimed an
alternative seven-fold division for Protagoras himself. If need be, it might also be shorthand for
‘while others subsequently came up with a seven-fold division’. Even so, the grammatically
most straightfoward reading is the former, and it therefore invites reflection.

The three items added to the undisputed four TvOuévec Adywv of Eépdtnoig, andkpiolg,
évtoAn and edywAn are dmynoig, anayyerio and kifjoig. To start with the first, if danoxkpioig is
to be identified with the indicative, as argued above, we may ask in what way it could make
sense to distinguish from this something called dmynoic. A typical ‘narration’ is cast in the
indicative just as much as a typical ‘answer’ is. However, what does separate a standard
‘narration’ from the kind of defining or specifying ‘answer’ Protagoras is likely to have had in
mind (‘Socrates is a man’, ‘Socrates is teaching’; cf. Section 3) is its past tense (‘Socrates
taught/was teaching’). Seen in this light, and considering the nomenclatory principle Protagoras
applied elsewhere — namely to pick out one prototypical usage —, duynoig turns out to be as
sensible a proto-grammatical term for ‘past tense’ as e0ywAn is for the ‘optative’, for example.

Given a threefold division of past/present/future, that would then at first seem to leave
amayyelioo and kifjoig for the present and future respectively. Yet, anayyelia means ‘report’
and the standard tense in a report is the past no less than in a narration. Moreover, a ‘calling’ of
whatever sort (kAfoi) is also not something one would easily associate with either a present or
a future: the imperative might provide a better fit, but that slot is already occupied by &vtoin.

At this point, however, two further observations become relevant. The first concerns the
textual transmission. The most important manuscripts of Diogenes (BP'F) as well as the

corresponding Suda entry (m 3122) give &mayyeliov, while dmayyeliav only occurs in
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manuscripts that have no independent authority and was probably introduced by emendation.*
And just as érayyéAlo means ‘announce, offer, promise’, the basic meaning of émnayyeAia is
‘announcement, promise’ — which is a rather neat match for the prototypical function of future
tense forms. The second observation concerns the classification itself. From our perspective,
tense and mood are independent variables, but at the proto-grammatical stage we are dealing
with this need not have been so obvious, not least because the grammatical categories were so
much (terminologically) intertwined with corresponding pragmatic functions. Thus, if
imperative dewde encapsulated an évtoAn, optative deidou(c) an edywAn, subjunctive
acidm;/aeidmpev; an épdmoig and indicative deider an amoxpiowg, and furthermore ‘past’
(imperfect/aorist) fewdeMeice an duynoig and future deicetor an €mayyelio, it was not
immediately clear that present deider needed a second, temporal, label as well. Instead,
amokpilolc may also have represented ‘present’ by implication. Such a conceptualization would
not be out of line with what we come across later, when Aristotle (Int. 16b9-10, 16-17) treats
aorist vyiavev and future vywvel differently from present vywaivet, calling only the latter a verb
(pTjua), but the former two merely inflections of the verb (ov pijpa dALG Ttdo1g pripartog): here
too, then, the present is taken as a base form with a different status from the past and future
forms.

If this is accepted, we are only left with the seventh item, kAfjoig. One possibility — but
hardly more than that — would be to remember that the later grammatical tradition, as codified
in Dionysius Thrax’ téyvn (Grammatici Graeci 1.1, p. 47 Uhlig), treated the infinitive as a fifth
mood, hence assigned it a status in parallel with the finite forms of the verb. If something like
this was already happening here, Protagoras just might have been thinking of syntactically
autonomous imperatives in jussive environments, including ‘invitational/cletic’ ones (cf. e.g.

Ar. Ach. 172 1o0¢ Opdkag amiévor, mapeivar & gic vy ‘The Thracians are to go away, and to

4 See the apparatus of Dorandi (2013).
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be back the day after tomorrow’, Ar. Vesp. 937 udprtopog mapeivor ‘as witnesses are to present
themselves’). With this addition, the seven-fold system of form/function mappings would thus
gain a considerable degree of internal coherence — though for some readers that very fact might
perhaps constitute an argument against its historical plausibility. Be that as it may, the upshot
of the preceding discussion is a different one anyway. To deny, in the light of what our elusive
sources tell us, that Protagoras can have reflected on verbal categories beyond mood is in no

way a safer position to take than to accept that he may very well have done so.

5 Conclusion

It hardly needs stressing that much remains unclear and uncertain when we try to reconstruct the
earliest stages of Greek linguistic thought. However, against the nowadays prevalent view
according to which Protagoras’ endeavours in the domain of grammar were confined to
inconsequential side remarks, it has here been argued that all the evidence we have rather points
to a fairly sophisticated approach to categories such as nominal gender and verbal mood, which
— for the first time — took into account the formal expression of these. In particular, there is no
reason to think that Protagoras’ teaching on gender was based on haphazard semantic criteria
rather than systematic formal ones, or that his TvOuéveg Adywv were identified without reference
to modal morphology. Moreover, a tentative case can even be made for at least a basic tense
differentiation having been attempted alongside the classification of moods. That all these matters
were ultimately meant to feed into literary exegesis, and from there into an understanding of how

‘to guarantee the greatest possible degree of clarity in the use of language’,*¢ may well be true,

46 As Classen (1976) 226 puts it. Where Protagoras’ linguistic doctrines were to be found in writing we do not
know, not least because the list of Protagoras’ works given by Diogenes Laertius (9.55) is evidently incomplete
and because “Opboémeia need not have been (...) the title of a book, as many scholars assume’ (Classen (1976)
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but it would be wrong to conclude from this that Protagoras could not also be interested in the
structure of language in its own right. To be sure, others — including Aristotle, the Stoics and the
Alexandrian grammarians — eventually went much further than he had done; but that is what
happens to any pioneer and must not make us undervalue the substantial achievements we are
still able to piece together from a tradition and transmission that has been less generous than it

could have been to one of the towering intellectuals of the classical age.*’
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