"Being" in the Context of a literary Revolution

By Robert Jackson, 2001

In Greece there was a revolution in the noetic experience.  According to Schiappa, the inchoate period of this transition may be called the "Mythic-Poetic tradition."  The consequences of such a revolution may be called the "Humanistic-Rationalistic Tradition." According to Shiappa's summary (pg 24-32) of claims by Havelock and Ong, a Mythic-Poetic Tradition is found to have qualities such as (1) a constellation of certain social practices, including specific forms of discourse described as 'primary oral poetry.' Also, (2) it will have patterns of explanation typically called theistic.  And thirdly, (3) it will have political orientations identified as elitist.


Built into these qualities of the Mythic-Poetic Tradition are some classifications generally agreed upon by philologists:

1-an oral culture's thought and expression are additive rather than

subordinate.

2-an oral cultured thought and expression are aggregate rather than

analytical/partitioning

-(these two points represent the 'additive or amplificatory cognitive

function of oral poetry'

3-the thought and expression of an oral culture are close to the human life

worlds whereas a literate culture has greater power to objectify people,

objects, and events.

4-thought and expression in an oral culture are empathetic and participatory

rather than objectively distanced

5-thought in an oral culture is situational rather than abstract.

In contrast, a Humanistic-Rationalistic Tradition is found to (1) have oral and written prose that replaces poetry.  Also, (2) have anthropocentric or "scientific" explanations that vilify theistic traditions.  And thirdly, (3) have a radical democracy that challenges elitist forms of government.


A Vestige of Vestibule  


The 'mythos versus logos dichotomy' is often misrepresented as a sudden rupture of discontinuity; as a result, the transitional nature of fifth-century theory and practice is missed. (Schiappa)  My objective is to isolate the equivocal syntactic distinction between the Absolute and the Predicative constructions of einai in the 'Great Speech' of Protagoras (320c-328), a natural piece of transition from the Mythic-Poetic Tradition and Humanistic-Rationalistic Tradition.  I hope to illuminate the incipient syntactical use of einai in the 'non-special' and concrete way, as Havelock would say, that would allow Plato to formulate a question in which the predicate has been striped of personality and specificity, and in which the copula invests a relationship that is both logical and static.(pg   )

The Grammar Under Analysis


The difference between the absolute and the predicative construction of einai is a purely syntactical one - the semantic content is indifferent to construction.  There are three diverse semantic classifications of einai:  veridical, durative-aspect, locative-existential value, each of which may be constructed in either absolute or predicative syntax.  


To clarify, I have defined some terms with respect to Charles Kahn's History of the Verb 'Be' in Ancient Greek.  

Syntax:


The Absolute:  A construction in which the verb 'to be' stands alone in its meaning;  it is the affirmation of fact in general, as "what is so" or "what is the case" or "when will it be" (ie occur) or "let be (ie remain as it is)


The Predicative:  Any predication in the indicative, ie that it implies an assertion to a quality, attribute or a claim to truth; 'to be' so as to be some specified thing (to be seen), with or with out a copula.

Semantic:


Veridical: einai  is 'to be true' or 'to be the case'.  What is true or false is normally a statement made in words; what is the case is a fact or situation in the world.  The account is true precisely because it states the facts as they are, because it says what is the case.  The structure of reality is such as to be truly expressed in discourse.  To say of a statement that it is true is simply to make the statement over again.


Durative Aspect: einai is an enduring stability.  The present-imperfect stem (system) of Greek verbs represents action as durative, as a state that lasts or as a process that develops over time.  The Aorist stem is non-durative.  It is either a process pure and simple, without regard to time (unmarked aspect), or at the moment of reaching its end (punctual Aorist).  The Perfect stem (system) represents not the process itself but rather a present state resulting from past action.  From the Durative Aspect, (a) the Greek notion of eternity is viewed as a stable present, an untroubled state of duration, as signified by einai having a present-imperfect system only.  (b) The classical antithesis of being and becoming (stability versus flux) is viewed.  (c) The incommensurability between Greek being and modern-medieval notion of existence is viewed, as existere is often equated with einai.  Moreover, to be sure, the Durative Aspect colors every syntactic and semantic use.


Locative-Existential Value: einai is to be somewhere, eg There Is and There Is Not equals in English present and absent, from an archaic locative ab-sens and prae-sens (apesti and paresti).  The locative is a distinct and fundamental use of einai from which the truly copulative use (with predicate nouns and adjectives) might itself be derived.  



Further classification of the copulative and non-copulative usage of the verb 'to be' is illustrated by Kahn in the following list (pg ):

I. Copulative uses


A. Nominal copula  (socrates is wise, socrates is a man, socrates is son of sophroniscus)



1. With predicate adjectives -cop A



2. With predicate nouns - cop N



3. With pronouns as predicate 



4. Periphrastic construction with participles (N is Ving N is Ved)



5. With articular participle



6. Copula as sentence-operator with various predicate nouns and adjectives


B. Adverbial copula  (aden esan, "they were silent")


C. Locative and para-locative copula  (socrates is in the agora, socrates is here, *see E)


D. Various mixed uses of copula, coinciding with existential or other "strong" sense


E. Predicate genitive  (sokrates esti patros agathou "socrates is of-a-good-father" also C)


F. Impersonal construction of copula

II. Non-copulative uses


A. Existential sentence types (including vital use of esti "is alive")


B. Possessive construction (esti moi "I have")


C. Potential construction (esti +infinitive)


D. Veridical construction (houto tade g' esti...  os agoreueis)

The Sentences Under Inspection

320 c 8:  It having been at some time or other Time (nom) which the Gods (nom) <on one hand> they were, mortal (nom) <on the other hand> generation (nom) not it was.

321 b 4:  it is/ and/ to this (m/n-dat)/  he gave (aor)/ to be/ food (f-acc)/ of the living beings[animals](newt)/ of others/ devouring (fem acc sg)

321 b 7:  so as/ indeed/ and so/ not/ entirely/ what/ wise (m-nom s)/ being (pres part)/ Epimetheus (nom)

321 c 2:  the remaining (m-acc s)/ indeed/ un-arranged (f/m-acc s)/ still/ to him (n/m-dat)/ it was/ the race (n nom/acc) of men

321 d 2:  without means (m/f/n acc)/ for/ it was/ [to accomplish imp 2nd s or pres imp 2nd sg]/ of fire (n-gen)/ self (f-acc)/ that may be gotten (f-acc)/ to him/ or/ useful (f-acc)/ to have become (aor inf)

321 d 5:  it was/ for/ at [the house of]/ Zeus

321 d 7:  from [at the hand of]/ indeed/ and/ Zeus (gen)/ the watchings [guard] (f-nom pl)/ fearful (f-nom pl)/ they were

322 b 1:  the men/ they having inhabited (imp)/ scatteredly [here and there]/, {the many (ie cities) or the cities} and not they were

322 b 3:  they destroyed utterly (imp)/ and so/ because of/ the hunt (gen)/ through/ the/ everywhere/  self (gen pl)/ without strength [feeble] (m-nom pl)/ to be

322 b 4:  and/ the/ for-the-handicraftsman (f-nom s)/ skill [craft] (f-nom s)/ to them (m -dat pl)/ toward/ <on one hand>/ food (f-acc s)/ becoming (f-nom s)/ auxiliary [assisting] (m/f-nom s)/ it was

322 c 3:    in that place/ they would/should be (opt)/ of cities/ order (m nom)/ both and/ bonds/ of friends (f acc pl)/ a bringing together (m/f nom pl)

322 e 1: and/ if haply (whenever)/ some one/ outside/ being/ of the few/ he advises (with the purpose of...)/ not/ they hold it up.

323 a 3: whenever/ and/ into counsel (deliberation)/ of politics/ of excellence/ they be (for the purpose of...)/  

323 a 1: this (acc s)/ indeed/ through/ justice (gen)/ the whole (acc)/ to be/ and moderation (soundness of mind)

323 a 3: as/ all/ they arrived (imp)/ of this/ to partake of/ of excellence/ or/ not/ to be/ a city.

323 a 5: in that place (there)/ and/ not/ you suppose (subj)/ to outwit/ as/ the being/ they lead away/ all humanity/ all men (acc)/ to partake of/ justice/ both and/ the other/ excellences/ of politics

323 a 9: if whenever/ some one/ he says (with some intent - subj)/ a good/ flute player/ to be

323 a 9: or/ any other (guy) besides/ some other(f-acc)/ skill/ that/ not/ to be/

323 b 3: if whenever some one/ and/ they knew  (subj)/ that/ unjust/ to be

323 b 5: he/ there/ moderation/ they lead/ to be

323 b 6: and/ they say/ all (people)/ stand in need of/ to show/ to be/ just (observant of custom) (acc - pl)

323 b 6: if whenever/ they being (with some purpose)/ if whenever not

323 c 1: or/ not/ to be/ among/ humanity 

323 c 5: that/ and himself/ not/ he produced (aor subj)/ they lead the way/ to be/ a threshold/ away from/ oneself

323 d 2: in that place/ not/ such as these (nom pl)/ they be ( pres -subj)

323 e 3: this/ it is/ one/ and/ injustice (nom)/ and/ impiety/ and/ in sum/ opposite/ for the city

324 a 6: that/ the men/ they lead/ that can be provided (teachable)/ to be/ excellence

324 b 6: such as this (acc)/ thought (acc)/ holding/ he intends (minds)/ the teacher (acc)/ to be/ excellence

323 c 4:  as being/ according/ to this/ reason/ even/ the Athenians/ they be/ of which?/ being lead/ provideable/ to be/ and teachable/ excellence

324 d 1:  still/ indeed/ the rest (remaining)/ with-out-a-way/ it is

324 d 7:  whether/ it is/ some/ one/ or/ not/ it is/ which/ by force/ all/ citizens/ to enjoy

324 e 1:  if indeed/ it intends (is about to?)/ a city/ to be

324 e 3:  if/ <on the one hand>/ for/ it is/ and/ this/ (it) is/ the/ one/ not/ joinerly-skilled/ nor/ smithly-skilled/ nor/ potterly-skilled/ but justice/ and moderation/ and/ holiness/ to be

325 a 2:  this/ I may put together/ to be/ of a man/ the virtue

325 a 3:  if/ this/ it is/ which/ indeed/ all/ to partake/ even/ with/ these/ all/ men

325 a 8:  as/ in-curable/ being/ to-have-been-cast-out/of/ the city

325 b 5:  of learn/ and/ being/ and/ of-the-god-servant

325 b 7:  not/ it is/ death/ of/ life/ they know (subj)

325 d 1:  in-such-manner-as/ most-best/ he will be/ the boy

326 b 3:  so that/ reclaims (tame) (nom-pl)/ then (have the purpose) to be

326 b 4:  being/ serviceable/ they (have the purpose) to be/ in/ the/ words/ and/ deeds

326 b 8:  so that/ the body/ best/ holding  ?  tei  dianoiai chresiei ousei

326 e 4:  teachable/ it is/ excellence

327 a 1:  if/ he intends/ the city/ to be

327 a 4&5:  if/ not/ what manner or sort of nature/ it having been/ the city/ to be/ if/ not/ all fluters/ we having been/ of what which/ sort/ some guy/ he was able/ each one

327 c 3:  but/ and so/ fluters/ whenever/ on/ they were/ fitting (fluters)

327 c 6:  justice/ itself/ to be

327 d 1:  not/ child-rearing/ it is/ not/ court-of-justice/ not/ laws/ nor...

327 d 3:  but/ they opting to be/ field-dwellers  -why opt?

327 e 2:  for-the-reason-that/ all/ teachers/ they are/ excellent/ according/ to how much/ they are empowered/ each way (to each)

328 a 5:  not/ easy/ I suppose/ to be

328 a 8:  but/ when/ if/ few/ it is/ whom/ which/ excels (carries-over)/ of us/ he shows the way (leads on)/ to/ excellence

328 b 2:  and so/ indeed/ me/ I suppose/ one/ to be

328 c 1:  however-so-much/ he would say/ the-amount-weighing-as-much/ to be/ the learnt lesson

Consequences of the Dichotomy


The traditional 'existential and predication" dichotomy is a grave mistake as applied to Greek philology.  The Locative value so closely resembles the Existential sense that to differentiate them becomes not only impossible but irrelevant; for to 'exist' in the classical mind means to have a corporeal location.....

Clearly I have taken a larger bite than I can chew for the purposes of this paper.  It is not entirely clear to me how I may differentiate the various semantic meanings.  Having arrived at a reasonable literal translation of each usage, I should have been able to begin the process of classification.  Only after a plenary classification will I be able to retranslate each usage into it's proper semantic meaning.  It has proved to be much more difficult than I expected.  When reading Havelock's analysis, the process seemed entirely more clear.  Though his grammar was a much reduced and restricted subject of analysis as compared to the study by Kahn, his was even a more abstract extraction than what I thought I would pull from these.  Still, I shall forge ahead.  I must gain a better understanding of the classifications.
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