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REALITY BITES: CONDITIONAL SENTENCES IN PLATO’S PROTAGORAS

1 Familiar facts

1.1  The types of conditional

Conditionals generally categorised according to tense (past, present, future) and ‘mood’.

1a. If it rained yesterday, they got wet 1b. If I had known that, I would have behaved differently
2a. If it’s Wednesday, I'm in Beijing 2b. If she were Plato, she’d be explaining better
3a. If it rains, I'll take an umbrella 3b. If I won the lottery, I would buy a car

Generally presented as having some cross-linguistic validity/translational equivalence.

Greek (adapted from Goodwin Greek Grammar §1387):

1a. et émpa&e TOUTO, KAAWG €xeEL 1b. et émpa&e TOoUTO, KAAWG (v EoxeV
el + aorist, indicative el + aorist, aorist + av

2a. el MQAOOTEL TOVTO, KAAWG €XeL 2b. el émpaooe TOVTO, KAAWG AV ELXEV
el + present, indicative el + imperfect, imperfect + &v

3a. éov mMEAoOM) TOLUTO, KAAWS EEeL 3b. el MOAOoOOL TOVTO, KAAWGS &V €XOL
£y + subjunctive, future indic el + optative, optative + &v

1.2 The terminology

Rejected terminology 1: distinction a vs b = indicative vs subjunctive
Refers to form rather than meaning
Stems from Latin usage — does not work with English (preterite) or Greek (optative)

Rejected terminology 2: b sentences = counterfactual
Can something in the future be counterfactual?
Are even past b-types really counterfactual?
4. If the butler had done it, we would have found just the clues that we did indeed find

Alternative terminologies: Open vs Hypothetical, Real vs Unreal
Need to highlight the semantic rather than formal division
Any terminology has assumptions about the meaning of the types which must be assessed
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2 Previous accounts

2.1 The Unitarians

Quirk etc: §15.35
Open conditions ”leave unresolved the question of the fulfilment or non-fulfilment of the
condition”. Hypothetical conditions convey “the speaker’s belief that the condition will not
be fulfilled... is not fulfilled... or was not fulfilled.”

Palmer: 207
“Notionally the difference is that, with the unreal conditional, the speaker indicates some
doubt about the likelihood of the event indicated in the protasis, whereas, with the real
conditional, the possibility is simply left open.”

Goodwin Greek Grammar: §1385
“The classification of conditional sentences is based partly on the time to which the
supposition refers, partly on what is implied with regard to the fulfilment of the condition,
and partly on the distinction between particular and general suppositions”

Distinguishes past and present from the future:
Fulfilment left open vs unfulfilled in past/present
More vivid/less vivid in future

Wakker: 36
“the mood chosen is thought to be the factor par excellence for the description of the “‘meaning’
of the conditional...The choice of the mood is determined in its turn by the speaker, and
depends on the view he has concerning the fulfilment of the condition.”

“Greek is exceptional in that it indicates four degrees of probability by the choice of mood”
et +indicative — neutral value

€av + subjunctive — very well possible

el + optative — possible and no more than that

et +ind II (the main clause containing ind. I + &v) — not possible any more

Problems:
Number and meaning of different types
Open conditionals: “nothing is implied about the fulfilment or probability of fulfilment”
Hypothetical conditionals: “only conceded as a supposition and may or may not be fulfilled”
(Kennedy Shorter Latin Primer: 98)
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2.2 The Analysts

Two different types of conditional
eg. Quine, Lewis, Adams, Jackson, Dudman (see Edgington 1995)

5. If Oswald didn't kill Kennedy, someone else did
6. If O hadn’t killed K, someone else would have

“Therefore there really are two different sorts of conditional, not a single conditional that can
appear as indicative or as counterfactual depending on the speaker’s opinion about the truth
of the antecedent” (Lewis 1973, p. 3)

Argument over where the division should come. Traditionally, a types divided from b types
Dudman includes 3a with the b types — all have “back-shifted” tenses

Problems:
Relation between the two types
Future b types not really discussed
Use of grammar

2.3  Aside: further linguistic division

Wakker, following divisions introduced in the school of Functional Grammar, argued for the
existence of three types of conditional, where the conditional is “attached to different levels of the
[main] clause”.

Predicational:
“providing the condition for the realization of the SoA designated by the main clause” i.e. the
traditionally analysed conditional, and the focus of this talk
7. If it rains, I'll take an umbrella
Propositional:
“providing the condition for the truth of the proposition presented in the main clause”
8. If I am not mistaken, Peter is at home
Illocutionary conditionals:
“providing the condition for the appropriateness of the speech act being performed in the
main clause”
9. If you're thirsty, there’s beer in the fridge

Enables comparison of like with like:

10. If it really is a law of nature that people resemble the pets they keep, then what is waiting at home
for the Archdeacon is a cute little toy poodle

“Here plainly, we have an artful way of describing the Archdeacon. What is not plain is how
probability could possibly have a hand in it” (Dudman “Appiah on ‘I 78)



University of Cambridge Faculty of Classics Jo Willmott

Linguistics Seminar Michaelmas 2006 jew25@cam.ac.uk

3 Objectives

Y/

%+ Which is the best way to analyse Greek conditionals? Unitarian or Analyst?
% Internal: to consider the meanings of certain Greek conditionals
Looking at two constructions in particular: 3b and 1b

% External: to use Greek to refine the theories about the different types

4 Using Plato’s Protagoras

41 Methodology

Many ‘abnormal’
11. et 00V péAAelc Epot daxAéEeaOat, T ETéQW XOW TEOTIW TEOG HE, T BoaxvAoyiaq.
So if you intend to converse with me, use the latter method, I mean brevity
335al

Conditionals taken from all of Plato’s dialogues — but enough of interest in one

4.2 The warnings

I. Socrates’ advice on conditionals (331d):

...0l0pEVOG 00T TOV AOYOV BEATIOT v EAéyxeoDal, el Tig To “el” ddpéAoL avTov.
I think that the question would be best examined in this way: if one got rid of the ‘ifs’ from it.

ii. Socrates on ascertaining the meaning of poets (347e):

“[we have] no need of poets; you can’t question them about what they say, but in most cases when
people quote them, one says the poet means one thing and one another, and they argue over points
which can’t be established with any certainty.” (trans. Taylor)

iii. Holy text?:

Lombardo and Bell: “Plato’s translators must assume that in his texts everything is of potential
philosophical significance. Nothing may be added, deleted, or altered that might possibly affect that
significance.”

iv. Are these Plato’s beliefs or Socrates” or those of a straw man to be knocked down? (eg330b2)

oUTw KAl T TNG AQETNG HOQLX OVK 0TV TO €TEQOV Olov TO €TEQOV, OUTE AVTO OUTE 1)
dUVAULS avTov; 1) dNAa d1 6Tl 00TWG ExeL, elmeQ T MaQadelypati ye €olke;

In the same way, is it not the case that the parts of virtue are different, the one from the other, both in
themselves and in their power? Surely it’s clear that this is the case, if the analogy holds?

Don’t listen to Plato anyway? E.g. 328a:
el0’, omep av el (NToig TiC DDATKAAOG TOL EAANVICELY, 0VO’ AV €lg dpaveln,
You might as well ask, Who teaches Greek? For of that too there will not be any teachers found.
(trans. Taylor)
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5 Future unreal

5.1 Open vs hypothetical?

/ 5

12.°Q veavioke, £0tat Toivuv 0oL €av EUOL TUVIG, T) AV T)HEQQ EUOL OLYYEVT), ATtLéVaL

(d

olkade BeAtiovi yeyovort,
Young man, this is what you will get if you associate with me: the very day you become my pupil you

will go home a better man
318a7

13. émet K&V 0V, kKalmeQ TNAIKOUTOC WV Kal 0VTWS 00PAG, el TG 0 dDWAEELEY O U1 TUYXAVOLG
ETUOTANEVOS, PeATIWV AV YEVOLO.
Even you, however old and wise you are, if someone were to teach you something that you didn’t know,

you would become better.
318b3

5.2  Acloser look 1: Singleton Optatives

14. kol yo el pHév TIg TeQl LTV TOVTWV CUYYEVOLTO OTWOLV TWV dNUNYORwV, TAX AV Kol
tolovtovg Adyoug akovoelev 1) ITegukAéovg 1) dAAAOL TIVOS TV IKAV@V elTtety: el O¢
EMAVEQOLTO TIVA TL, (OTeQ BLBAL 0VdEV ExovaLy ovTe amokpivaoBat ovte avtol £0éoBat
Now if you went to any of the orators about this question, you would probably hear similar arguments
from Pericles, or from one of the other able speakers; but if you ask one of them anything, then just like

books they are not capable either to answer or to ask
329a2

Apodosis is firmly believed

15. AAA& dokwov T@ paxeoBat kat avdpela meQLetvat, 1YOUHEVOL, el yVwoBelev @ megielony,
TLAVTAG TOUTO AOKT|OELV, TNV codpiav.
Instead, they make it seem as if they excel in manliness and fighting, thinking that, if their real
superiority were discovered, everyone would seek to acquire that, that is, wisdom.

342b5

Can’t think ‘it is unlikely that they will discover our real superiority’

16. “Emnti mdvtag,” €pn O Zevg, “Kal MAVTEG HETEXOVTWV: OV YOO AV _YEVOWTO TOAELS, &l
OALYOL AUT@V UETEXOLEV (DOTIEQ AAAWY TEXVQV-
“To everybody”, said Zeus, “and let all share in them; for cities would not exist, if only a few shared in
those as in the other crafts.

322d3

Does not believe ‘it is unlikely that few will share in the skills’
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5.3 Acloser look 2: Optative in comparison

17. Tt o0v; el T1g £0otto epé te kal oé- “Q ITopwtayopa te kKol LOKQATES, elTETOV O1) HOL,
TOUTO TO TIRAYHA O WVOUAOATE AQTL, 1] DIKALOTVUVT], AUTO TOVTO dikatdV €0TLV T) AdKOV;” €yw
HEV &V aUTQ amokowaiuny ot dikatov:

Well then if someone asked us, “Tell me, that thing that you just mentioned, I mean justice,is it itself just
or unjust?”, I would reply that it is just

330c2
18. Et o0V peta tovto 1pag £€oottor “Ovkovy kat 0odt)ta tiva dpate elvary” Gailev av, wg
Eyouat.
If he then asked us, “Do you say that there is also such a thing as holiness” we should, I think, say that
we do.

330d1
19. El o0V peta Tovto glmot éowtwv Nuag: “Ilwog oOv 0Atyov mpdtepov eéAgyete; ...” elmoyl’
av éywye Ott...
Suppose he carried on with his questioning: Well, what was it that you were saying a moment ago? ... I

would say...

330e3
20. et o0V elmtor “...” Tl &v avT® amokpivalo;
Suppose he said “...” What would you say?

331al

21. Tt ovv, @ IMowtarydpa, amokovovpuefa adtw, TADTA OPOAOYT|OAVTES, £XV T|UAS
énavéontat “Ovk doa €0Tiv OTLOTNG 0loV dIKALOV elval TEAYHA, OVDE dLKALOTVVT] OlOV
0010V &AA” otov ur) 6otov-”

What, Protagoras, will we answer, seeing that we agreed to that, if he asks us “So holiness is not such as
to be something just, nor justice such as to be holy”

331a7
Subjunctive used for the most important/relevant question

5.4  The original question

22. émel el kat” AAAO TLAVTO TO XAlELY KaKOV KaAelte Kal eig AAA0 TL TéAog amoPAéPavteg,
EXOLTE AV KL ULV elmtelv: AAA” ovy €€ete.
For if you call enjoyment itself bad for any other reason, fixed on some other aim, you would be able to
tell us what it is. But you won’t be able to.

354d1

23. ¢mel el mMEOG AAAO TL TéAog dmoBAémete, Otav KaAnTe avto 10 AvmeloBat ayadov, 1) TEog
0 éyw Aéyw, Exete ULV elmtelv: AAA’ ov) éEete.
For if you are fixed on some other aim when you call suffering pain itself good, other than the one I say,
you will be able to tell us. But you won’t be able to.
354d7
Seem entirely parallel questions: still no explanation for the change of mood
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6 Past unreal

6.1 Two degrees

24. (OOTIEQ AV EL EMEVOELS TIAQAX TOV OAVTOL OHWVLHOV EABwV Tnmokpdtn tov Kwov, tov tav
AokAnmadwv, doyvelov teAetv DTEQ oavtoL MooV éketve, el Tig o Noeto- “Einté pot,
HéAAeLS TeAety, @ Tnmokpateg, Tnmokpatetl LoBov wg tive Ovty” Tl dv dnekpiva;
Like if you were planning to go to your namesake, Hippocrates of Cos, of the medical guild, and giving
him some money in payment for services to yourself — if someone were to ask you “Tell me, this
Hippocrates you are about to pay, Hippocrates, what kind of a man is he?”, what would you answer?
311b7
25. el 00V TIG NJHAC TtEQL TAVTA 0UTW 0hOdEa ortovddlovtag égotto- “Eimé pot, @ Lakoatég
te kal Immokpates, wg tivt dvtt T Iowtaydoa év v €xete xonuata teAetv;” Tl v avT@
amoxowaiueOa;
So if somebody saw how very keen we were in this situation were to ask “Tell me, Socrates and
Hippocrates, “What kind of a man is this Protagoras you're planning to give money to”, what would we

reply?

311d4

6.2 A lost possibility?

26. el pév 0OV tOTE €VOLC VULV glmopev 0Tt Apadia, kateyeAdte av U@V VOV d& AV U@V
KATAYEAQTE, Kol VUV aVTWV KatayeAdoeo0e.

If we had straight away said at that point ‘Ignorance’, you would have laughed at us; but now if you
laugh at us you will be laughing at yourselves.

357d1

Dudman: Latin counterfactuals really were counterfactual - we don’t have the ‘if the butler did it’
according to the Latin Grammar of Goldersleeve [sic] and Lodge 1895. The two types are “products,
evidently, of quite different systems of thought” (‘Indicative & Subjunctive’: 6)?

English grammars would also give that impression
27. If they had invited him to the conference, he would have attended
Implying: ‘but they didn’t invite him” (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech & Svartvik: 14.23)

English problems with counterfactuals can apply to Greek too:

28. If Oswald didn’t kill Kennedy, someone else did
29.If O hadn’t killed K, someone else would have

30. If Sly Pete calls he will lose
31. If Sly Pete had called he would have lost

32. Whether or not the Duke was there, had he been there, he would have been furious
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6.3 Difficulty of differentiating

Optative can refer to the present?

33. “Emt mavtag,” €dpn 6 Zevg, “ral TAVTEG HETEXOVTWV: OV YAQ AV YEVOLVTO TIOAELS, &l
OALYOL AUT@V UETEXOLEV (DOTIEQ AAAWY TEXVQV*
“To everybody”, said Zeus, “and let all share in them; for cities could not exist, if only a few shared in
those as in the other crafts.

322d3
34. vov 0’ €otiv womeQ av et d€o1o pov Kolowvt 1@ Tuepaiw doopet adkpalovtt émeoba, 1)
TV DOALYODQOUWYV Tw T) TV T)HEQODEOHWYV dlOelv Te Kat émecOau,
But now it’s as if you were asking me to keep pace with Crison (the runner from Himera) at his peak, or
to keep up in a race with some middle-distance runner or long-distance courier...

335e2

Imperfect can refer to the future?

35. el 00V oUW Kal év avAnoet taoav meobvuiay kat adpOoviav eixopev dAANAovS
dWATKELY, oleL &V TL, €d1), HAAAOV, @ LAKQATES, TWV AyaOwv avANT@V dyaBovg avAnTag
Toug Velg yiyveoOal 1} Twv GavAwv;
So if we were all so willing and eager to teach one another the flute as well, do you think, Socrates, that
the sons of good flute-players would themselves turn out to be better players than the sons of poor
players?

327b4

In English, future ‘counterfactuals” and past “potentials” are possible, if marginal:

36. If Schumacher were racing next year, he’d win
37. If the butler had done it, he would have left these clues

Comrie claims that Latin makes a three-way distinction (93), cf Wakker’s ‘exceptional” 4-way division
of Greek

But with this ‘distinction” doing very similar things to English.

“It is interesting to speculate on why counterfactuality should be a stronger implicature with
conditionals that have past time reference than with those that have future time reference...
Presumably, it is connected with the expectation that one should have greater certainty about
past events than about future events, so that a past situation that is nonfactual will probably
be counterfactual”.

(Comrie: 90)
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6.4 Indicative = irrealis?

Type 1a - only different in apodosis from 1b
Aspect doesn’t help

38. Q) Laxkparteg, €, éyw moAAoic 1o elc dywva Adywv dPuounv avOwmnolg, Kal el TovTo
€moiovv O oV keAeVELS, WG O AVTIAEYwV EkéAevév pe dlaAéyeoBat, oUTw dteAeyouny,
oVdeVOC av BeATiwv ehatvouny ovd” av yéveto Ipwtayodgov dvoua év toic "EAAnowv.
Socrates, he said, I've had verbal contests with a great many people, and if I had done what you are
telling me to do, and spoken according to the instructions of my antagonist, I would never have bested
anyone, nor would the name of Protagoras have become known in Greece

335ab

39. TovTo AL H&Oer 0VOEV YXQ OavpaoTov, elmteQ AANON €yw €V tolc EumpooBev EAeyov,
Let me explain this also: it is no wonder, granted that I was right in stating just now
326e7

Homeric evidence

40. évOa& xev Agyeloloy végpoga vootog ETvxon,
el pr) AOnvainv "Hon mpog nobov €etmev:
And now the Argives would have won a fate-beating journey home,
if Hera had not had a word with Athena
II. 2.156

41. Kal vU kev €vO' amoAotto aval dvdowv Atvelag,
el p1) &Q' 0&L vonoe Awog Ouydtno Adooditn,
And then Aeneas, the captain of men, would have died,
if Zeus's daughter Aphrodite had not been quick to notice him.
I. 5.311

Indicative originally used in situations that almost happened?

42. Mnowovn, taxa kév o€ Kol 0pXNoTV TteQ E0vTa
£YX0G EUOV KaTéavoe dxpmeQés, el o' EBAAOV meQ.
Meriones — even though you're a dancer,
my spear would have stopped you completely, if I'd hit you!
II. 16.617
43. EvOa ké to, Mevédae, pdvn Prototo teAevt
"ExTt0oQ0g év maAduniowy, et ToAD pEQTeQOG T)eV,
el pn) dvaiavteg EAov BaoiAneg Axatwv:
Menelaus, the end of your life would have come
at the hands of Hector, since he was far mightier than you by far,
if the kings of the Achaeans had not sprung up and taken you off.
I1. 7.104
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7 Conclusions

Philosophical discussions of conditional sentences can be useful in analysing linguistically
Grammatical realisation can be useful in establishing semantic categories

But care must be taken, and evidence from more than one language used

Greek type 3b does not mean ‘I believe that it is unlikely that p’

This similar to the philosophers” conclusions about (English) 1b

Hypothesis: ‘mood’ does not affect the status of the SoA (how likely it is to be fulfilled), but
the nature of the conditional sentence

More work needs to be done on ascertaining this ‘nature” and how other types fit in

Past “unreal” and future ‘unreal’ conditional sentences have different implications

The system in Plato (and of any synchronic snapshot) is the result of a complicated history

10



University of Cambridge Faculty of Classics

Linguistics Seminar Michaelmas 2006

REFERENCES

Athanasiadou, A. and Dirven, R.

(eds). 1997b.

Jo Willmott

jew25@cam.ac.uk

On Conditionals Again (Amsterdam: Benjamins)

Comrie, B. 1986b.

‘Conditionals: a typology’, in Traugott et al. 1986: 77-99.

Dudman, V. H. 1987

‘Appiah on ‘If"” Analysis 47 74-79

Dudman, V. H. 1988

‘Indicative and Subjunctive’, Analysis 48 113-122

Dudman, V. H. 1989

“Vive La Révolution!” Mind 98: 591-603

Dudman, V. H. 1994a

‘On a Point of Logic’ Analysis 54: 208-214

Dudman, V. H. 1994b

‘On Conditionals’ Journal of Philosophy 91: 113-128

Dudman, V. H. 2001

‘Three Twentieth-century Commonplaces about 'If” History
and Philosophy of Logic 22: 119-127

Edgington D. 1995

‘On Conditionals” Mind 101: 235-329

Goodwin, W. W. 1870.

A Greek Grammar (London: Macmillan)

Goodwin, W. W. 1889.

Syntax of the Moods and Tenses of the Greek verb (London:
Macmillan)

Greenberg J. H. 1986.

‘The realis-irrealis continuum in the Classical Greek

conditional’, in Traugott et al. 1986: 247-264.

Horrocks, G. 1995.

‘On Condition...: Aspect and Modality in the history of
Greek’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 41: 153-
173.

Huddleston and Pullum

The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language

Kennedy

The shorter Latin Primer (from Comrie)

Lombardo and Bell, 1992

Protagoras (Hackett)

Palmer F. R. 2001

Mood and Modality (CUP)

Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech,

Svartvik, 1985

and

A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language (Longman)

Taylor, C. C. W. 1976

Plato: Protagoras (Clarendon Press)

Traugott, E. C. et al. (eds). 1986.

On Conditionals (Cambridge: CUP)

Wakker, G. C. 1994

Conditions and Conditionals: An Investigation of Ancient Greek

Wierzbicka, A. 1997.

‘Conditionals and Counterfactuals: conceptual primitives and
linguistic universals’, in Athanasiadou and Dirven 1997b: 15-
59.

11



	Reality bites: conditional sentences in Plato’s Protagoras
	Familiar facts
	The types of conditional
	The terminology

	Previous accounts
	The Unitarians
	The Analysts
	Aside: further linguistic division

	Objectives
	Using Plato’s Protagoras
	Methodology
	The warnings

	Future unreal
	Open vs hypothetical?
	A closer look 1: Singleton Optatives
	A closer look 2: Optative in comparison
	The original question

	Past unreal
	Two degrees
	A lost possibility?
	Difficulty of differentiating
	Indicative = irrealis?

	Conclusions
	References

