The Cyrenaics and Gorgias on language.

Sextus, Math. VII 196-198. 

In this paper I offer a reconstruction of the account of meaning and language the Cyrenaics appear to have defended on the basis of a famous passage of Sextus, as well as showing the philosophical parentage of that account. 

1) The Cyrenaics on language. 

Sextus says
: 

They (sc. the Cyrenaics) say that no criterion is common to human beings, common names are assigned to things (onomata de koina tithesthai tois chrêmasin). (196) All in common in fact call something white or sweet (leukon men gar ti kai gluku kalousi koinôs pantes), but they do not have something common that is white or sweet (koinon de ti leukon ê gluku ouk echousin). Each human being is aware of his own private affection (hekastos gar tou idiou pathous antilambanetai). One cannot say, however, whether this affection occurs in oneself and in one’s neighbour from a white object (to de ei touto to pathos apo leukou enginetai autôi kai tôi pelas), since one cannot grasp the affection of the neighbour, nor can his neighbour, since he cannot feel the affection of that other person. (197) And since no affection is common to us all, it is hasty to declare that what appears to me a certain way appears the same way to my neighbour too. Perhaps I am constituted so as to be whitened by the external object when it comes into contact with my senses, while another person has the senses constructed so as to have been disposed differently. In any case, the phainomenon is absolutely not common to us all (ou pantôs oun koinon esti to phainomenon hêmin). (198) That we really are not all affected in the same way because of different dispositions of our senses is clear from the cases of people who suffer from jaundice or ophthalmia and from those who are in a natural condition. Just as the first group of persons are affected yellowly, the second redly and third whitely from the same thing, so it is also probable that those who are in a natural condition are not affected in the same way by the same things because of the different construction of their senses, but rather that the person with grey eyes is affected in one way, the one with blue eyes in another, and the one with black eyes in another yet different way. It follows that the names we assign to things are common (hôste koina men hêmas onomata tithenai tois pragmasin), but that we have private affections (pathê de ge echein idia). (M. VII 196-198). 

In this passage Sextus constructs an argument about the meaningfulness of language in the context of Cyrenaic philosophy that has not yet been given the full import it deserves.
 Sextus makes a contrast in Cyrenaic thinking between the privacy of one’s affections and the commonality of language. Affections are not common for the Cyrenaics, since each of us is affected in a peculiarly subjective and hardly transferable way. The fact that Sextus makes the Cyrenaics claim that language is common is something that strikes us. What does it mean that “common names are assigned to objects” or that “all people in common call something white or sweet”?

In the passage Sextus says twice that “common names are assigned to things”, that is, at the beginning and at the end of the extract I quoted. While in the latter case, there are no doubts that the word used by Sextus to mean ‘things’ is ‘pragma’, in the former case there are some textual variants, spanning from ‘chrêmasin’ (Natorp and Mannebach), to ‘pragmasin’ (Kayser, thus duplicating exactly the same final sentence at M. VII 198), to ‘krimasin’ (Bekker) or ‘sunkrimasin’ (Mutschmann and Giannantoni). In any case, as Tsouna has correctly suggested, all the textual variants for the sentence at M. VII 196 (as well as ‘pragma’ at M. VII 198) may either refer to external objects or to affections.
 But the examples Sextus makes in the passage are of two secondary qualities, such as sweet or white, not of ‘objects’, such as ‘horse’ or ‘stone’. This is in perfect accordance with the lexicon and content of Cyrenaic epistemology.
 When he says that for the Cyrenaics common names are assigned to things, what Sextus has in mind is that for the Cyrenaics common names are given to those secondary qualities we experience when we are affected in a certain way. 

In the context of the argument about language Sextus attributes to the Cyrenaics, how is it possible to have private affections of white (which are always infallibly subjective and cannot be transferred to anyone else) and, at the same time, a common understanding of the term ‘white’? Sextus warns that for the Cyrenaics “all people in common call something white or sweet”. All people have a common ‘meaning’ for the terms ‘white’ or ‘sweet’. “But they do not have something common that is white or sweet”: the same people have private and subjective affections of white and sweet. Sextus later insists on the privacy of our affections, when he remarks: “In any case, the phainomenon is absolutely not common to us all”. What is in focus here is exactly how is it possible to account for the meaningfulness of language in a kind of epistemology all centred on private and non-transferable affections. 

This is a problem exactly because, as Sextus’ argument shows, the Cyrenaics allow for common names in the absence of commonly shared objects and in the presence of absolutely private affections. If the Cyrenaics admitted of a world of common objects, the meaningfulness of language would not be under any threat. Words would have (as their meanings) the things in the world to which they would refer: like in any realist semantics, including the Greek one, the meaning of a word would be the object in the world for which the word stands. The Cyrenaics however do not appear to admit of objects as unitary items.
 That is the reason why for the Cyrenaics words, such as ‘white’ or ‘sweet’, always refer to private affections. They could not refer to anything else, indeed not to objects in the world. That is why they have to explain how it is possible that language is meaningful in their world of private affections. 

2) Aristotle. 

Sextus has seen that, given their epistemological and metaphysical commitments, there is a problem for the Cyrenaics as far as their theory of language and meaning is concerned. He focuses on the kernel of the problem when he contrasts common names and uncommon (i.e. private) affections. Sextus also provides the solution to this problem when he says that the Cyrenaics held that common names have to be assigned to things (that is, to those secondary qualities the individual privately experiences when she is infallibly affected). Nonetheless Sextus does not say how the transition between private affections and common names could be carried out by the Cyrenaics. Tsouna, for instance, insists on the crucial point that “common names are assigned (tithesthai) to things” by suggesting that conventionalism is behind the theory of meaning of the Cyrenaics. Since we all experience the affection of white in different contexts, we all decide the convention to call ‘white’ what we believe to be one and the same colour.
 

But the fact that the Cyrenaics could have been conventionalists, however, does not in itself explain how words can be meaningful in the Cyrenaic world, where common names refer to private affections. To say that we all decide the convention to call ‘white’ what we believe to be one and the same colour does not explain how we effectively move from private affections of white to the common name of ‘white’. Conventionalism may appear to be the most reasonable explanation one can find in the end, after having tried to make good sense of the philosophical details of the Cyrenaic theory of language and meaning, as Sextus expounds it. Conventionalism in itself, however, does not say anything that could be immediately helpful in shedding light on the very details of Cyrenaic semantics.

To find a plausible answer as to how the Cyrenaics defended their theory of language and meaning, we should pause for a while and see how such a theory is in sharp contrast with the classical theory of meaning Aristotle has summed in the semantic triangle he illustrates at the beginning of De Interpretatione. Here Aristotle says:

Now spoken sounds (ta en têi phônêi) are symbols of affections in the soul (tôn en têi psuchêi pathêmatôn sumbola), and written marks symbols of spoken sounds. And just as written marks are not the same for all men, neither are spoken sounds. But what these are in first place signs of—affections of the soul—are the same for all; and what these affections are likenesses of—actual things—are also the same (hôn mentoi tauta sêmeia proton, tauta pasi pathêmata tês psuchês, kai hôn tauta homoiômata pragmata êdê tauta) (De Int. 16a4-8).

Let us for the moment isolate three elements in Aristotle’s passage: spoken sounds, affections, and actual things. In the final sentence of the passage, Aristotle holds that the spoken sounds stand for (are signs of) the affections of the soul, which he maintains to be the same ones for all (I take him to be saying here that when one of us says ‘white’, in each of us the same affection of white arises). But, Aristotle adds, the affections of the soul are images of the things in the world, which are, like affections, already the same (I take him to be saying that the affections of white we really have correspond to actual white things in the world, which are, in turn, white for us all). The crucial term in this semantic triangle is ‘affection’: affections both refer to the spoken sounds (which are their signs) and to the things in the world (of which they are the images). 

Aristotle insists on the absolute isomorphism between things, words and affections in so far as he defends a referential account of meaning: for someone to understand the meaning of ‘white’ is to link the affection of white one undergoes to the actual white thing.
 For Aristotle, each of us has the same affection of white, with reference to the word ‘white’ and to actual white things. On the other hand, the Cyrenaics accept only one of the two relations of Aristotle’s triangle, that between words and affections. They cannot accept the other relation of Aristotle’s triangle—that between affections and things—because for them there is no common world (of objects) out there to be shared. In accepting just the relations between affections and words, the Cyrenaics seriously jeopardise the conditions of meaningfulness for words, since affections for them are no images of actual things. On their account, affections cannot be the instruments through which words and things get in touch, hence words cannot get their meaningfulness from affections actually corresponding to things. The Cyrenaics thus retain the Aristotelian view that words refer to affections, but affections are seen to be private and as not corresponding to actual things. How could the Cyrenaics explain the fact that words will have shared meanings, to be understood by any speaker of a language, if words refer exclusively to private affections and not to actual things? This is the most urgent problem to be answered, if we want to ascribe to the Cyrenaics a credible theory of meaning and language. 

3) Gorgias.

The questions just raised are difficult to answer, since Sextus, our only source on Cyrenaic views about language, is not of much help. Although being in striking contrast with the rest of Greek semantics, the Cyrenaics’ views do not come out of the blue. Before them, Gorgias defended a similar conception of meaning and initiatied a trend of ideas in ancient philosophy of language, of which the Cyrenaics were the main frontrunners in Hellenism. I first show how Gorgias and the Cyrenaics defended the view that, to be meaningful, a term can even not refer to a thing in the world. Secondly, I shall deal with Gorgias’ behavioural resolution to the problem of meaning, thus suggesting that this solution is the one that, at least in principle, could have been available to the Cyrenaics. 

Gorgias’ approach to language can be detected in the last section on incommunicability of On What Is Not (DK82B3=Sextus, M. VII 83-87), which shortly precedes Sextus’ own account on Cyrenaic philosophy of language (=M. VII 196-198, the section on which we have been concentrating so far). Gorgias’ argument goes thus:

The means by which we indicate are words, and words are not identical with the things that really are. Therefore, we do not indicate to our neighbour the things that exist but only words, which are other than what really is. Just as the visible things will not become audible (and vice versa), so too, since the things that are exist externally, they will not become identical with our words. Not being words, it cannot be revealed to another person. 

Words, he [Gorgias] asserts, are formed from the impressions caused by external objects, that is, by sensory objects (ho ge mên logos, phêsin, apo tôn exôthen prospiptontôn hêmin pragmatôn sunistatai, toutesti tôn aisthêtôn). From the occurrence of flavour there is in fact produced in us the word uttered concerning this quality, and by the incidence of colour the word concerning that colour (ek gar tês tou chulou enkurêseôs enginetai hêmin ho kata tautês tês poiotêtos ekpheromenos logos, kai ek tês tou chrômatos hupoptôseôs ho kata tou chrômatos). And if this be so, it would not be the word that mirrors the external object, but the external object that is indicative for the word (ouch ho logos tou ektos parastatikos estin, alla to ektos tou logou mênutikon ginetai) (trans J. Dillon) (M. VII 84-85)

In this passage, Gorgias clearly rejects the (Aristotelian) idea that there is a linkage between words and objects, such as that the meaning of a word is the object in the world for which the word stands. What about the other half of Aristotle’s triangle, the relation between words and affections? This relation is at the basis of the Cyrenaic theory of language as it has been so far reconstructed. Gorgias observes that words cannot derive their meanings from affections and perceptions: each of us has, in fact, her own subjective and private sensations. This argument is put forward in the pseudo-Aristotelian pamphlet On Melissus, Xenophanes and Gorgias (MXG), which preserves an alternative edition of Gorgias’ On What Is Not:

Even if it is possible to know and read a word, how can the hearer have a conception of the same thing? For it is impossible for the same thing to exist at the same time in a number of separate people; for then the one would be two. But even if the same thing was in number of different people, nothing would stop it from appearing differently in them, given that they are not completely alike, nor in the same place; for if there was such a thing, it would be one and not two. But not even the same man appears to perceive similar things in himself at the same time, but different things with his hearing and with his sight, and different again at the precise moment and in the past, so that one man can hardly perceive the same as another. Thus it is impossible, if anything exists, for it to be known; and, if it is known, no one could reveal it to another; for the reason that things are not words, and because no has the same conception as another (dia te to mê einai ta pragmata logous, kai hoti oudeis heteron heterôi tauton ennoei) (trans J. Dillon) (980b9-22).

The last two lines of this extract from MXG significantly exemplify Gorgias’ views on language. First, things are not words. Between things and words there is always an insuperable gulf and words cannot signify things. Secondly, words cannot derive their meanings from their being linked with affections, since each of us has private and subjective ways to perceive things. If it were not so, each of us would have the same perception, even at different times, under different circumstances and so on. Yet, words do have meanings. For someone like Gorgias and the Cyrenaics, who are aware that the semantic linkage between words and affections is under the threat of privacy and subjectivism, the only way to account for the meaningfulness of words is to accept a behavioural theory of meaning. A behavioural approach to meaning is exactly that of Gorgias, at least according to the interpretation of Mourelatos and Kerferd, which I share.
 

Gorgias’ behavioural approach to the apparently inexplicable fact that words have meanings also for those who reject the view that the meaning of a word is its referent in the world can be found in the following sentence: 

From the occurrence of flavour there is produced in us the word uttered concerning this quality, and by the incidence of colour the word concerning that colour. And if this be so, it would not be the word that mirrors the external object, but the external object that is indicative for the word (M. VII 85). 

We learn the meaning of words by combining the sensations we have (of colours, flavours, and so on) with the way words interact one another and with the way things are ‘indicative’ (mênutikon) of the words. How Mourelatos puts it, “it is rather uncanny how closely the vocabulary of section 85 (sc. of M. VII) resembles the vocabulary of modern behaviourist theory. External objects (…) ‘fall upon us’ or ‘make an impact on us’ or ‘impinge upon us’ (prospiptontôn hêmin, hupoptôseôs)”.

Other works by Gorgias reinforce the idea that he explained the meaningfulness of words by endorsing a behavioural theory of meaning. Gorgias holds that a word has always an effect on other speakers of the same language, when he says: “in response to the happy and unhappy occurrences affecting things and bodies, the soul comes itself to experience a certain emotion, through logos” (Helen 9); or when by comparing words and drugs he remarks: “just as different drugs draw different humours from the body (…) so too with words” (Helen 14). Again, with reference to these passages, Mourelatos says: “if only we changed the archaic expression ‘drawing out humours’ to the behaviourist idiom of ‘eliciting a physiological reaction’ this sentence could just as well have been written by such advocates of the stimulus-response conception of meaning as Leonard Bloomfield or B.F. Skinner”.
 It is exactly in the context of such a behavioural theory of meaning that the linkage between words and affections is not problematic anymore. We relate the words we use with the affections we feel by learning how to cope with other people’s reactions to linguistic stimuli and by observing how words are indicative of things. Gorgias’ theory of meaning shows how it is possible that we learn the meaning of words indicating colours and flavours by relating them to our affections of those colours and flavours. By experiencing the practice of language (how words are used, how other people react to words), we eventually learn the meaning of terms, such as ‘green’ or ‘sweet’, as well as how these terms are related to our sensations. As Kerferd suggests, behind this behavioural explanation, the ultimate concern for Gorgias is to show how our thoughts and sensations are related to words.
 

By providing fresher strength for a suggestion Mondolfo put forward some years ago,
 what I suggest is that the Cyrenaics may have well derived their theory of meaning from Gorgias. When we have been faced with the account of language Sextus attributes to the Cyrenaics, we have realized that there was a gap, both conceptual and explanatory, in that account. The Cyrenaics contrast private affections with common names, when they are reported to say: “all people in common call something white or sweet, but they do not have something common that is white or sweet” (M. VII 196). Yet, in Sextus’ account, it is not explained how it is possible for the Cyrenaics to move from private affections to common names. For all those philosophers not adopting a referential semantics on whose the meaning of a term is its referents in the world, the only conceptual way to account for a credible theory of meaning is behaviourism, in whatever fashion one may want to adopt it. 

When the Cyrenaics maintain that words are commonly used and meaningful, they thus have to invoke some sort of behavioural theory of meaning. They  may have well maintained that we learn the meaning of the word ‘sweet’ or ‘white’ by seeing how other people use those terms and how they react to them. More particularly, in Sextus’ passage there is a crucial sentence that can now be fully given its true interpretation. I have earlier argued that the things referred to in the expression ‘common names are assigned (tithesthai) to things’ (M. VII 196 and 198) are affections. Now, under the light of the behavioural interpretation I attribute to the Cyrenaics, the verb ‘to assign’ does not express any sort of conventionalism where people in common linguistically christen things and where the meanings of words are decided by convention. In my interpretation, the verb ‘to assign’ refers to the personal act of naming an affection. This act will be performed by an individual who, after having learned the meaning of words by interacting with others, is able to link an occurrence of a linguistic item to an affection she feels. 

If my overall argument is correct, Gorgias and the Cyrenaics adopted a behavioural conception of language and meaning that rivalled Aristotle's referential one. This shows that ancient philosophy of language is far from being a monolith centred around Aristotle’s (or the Stoics’) views on language and meaning. More prominently, although it may appear of minor philosophical appeal than Aristotle's, the conception of meaning and language the Cyrenaics (together with Gorgias) seem to have endorsed has its coherence that perhaps could be of interest for some current areas of philosophy of language reluctant to accept a referential semantics (I think, for instance, of the followers of the so-called second Wittgenstein and for those philosophers of language aware of the risks a strict referential semantics carries with it).
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� 	Translations are my own, if not otherwise stated. 


�	 I refer to Tsouna (1998, 105-112) for the first sensitive appreciation of the Cyrenaic argument about language, although I find myself disagreeing with her about the overall interpretation of the argument. 


�	 Tsouna (1998), 106. 


�	 Think, for instance, of the Cyrenaics’ neologism: ‘I am being whitened’, in place of the more customary sentence: ‘I see an object as white’, to express a perception of white felt by an individual. In statements expressing perceptual apprehensions, the Cyrenaics never make any reference to objects. On the details of Cyrenaic epistemology understood as a form of subjective infallibilism, see Tsouna (1998) and Zilioli (2012), chapter 5. 


�	On a standard interpretation, the Cyrenaics are committed to a rather commonsensical metaphysics of ordinary objects, although they may have been tempted by idealism as well: see Tsouna 1998, 21-6. On the contrary, I have recently defended an interpretation of the Cyrenaics as fully committed in metaphysics to indeterminacy, a view that takes the world to be an undifferentiated substratum, devoid of material objects (Zilioli 2012, chapter 4). In arguing for such an interpretation, I have also insisted in drawing parallelisms between Cyrenaic metaphysics and original contemporary speculation (especially that of Peter Van Inwagen: Van Inwagen 1990). 


�	 Tsouna (1998), 107. 


� I am aware that my presentation here of Aristotle’s views is perhaps too brutally simplistic. What I wish to stress, however, is how the Cyrenaics substantially differ from mainstream positions of ancient semantics. Aristotle’s own theory of meaning and reference, as well as the passage of De Interpretatione on which we focus, are open to alternative interpretations: see Charles (1994). 


�	 See Mourelatos (1987) and Kerferd (1981) and (1984).


�	 Mourelatos (1987), 163. 


�	 Mourelatos (1987), 158. 


�	 Kerferd (1981), 326.


�	 Mondolfo (1953). 
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