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FOREWORD

The “Art of Violence,” the first part of the title of this special issue, is a
reference to invective as it manifests itself in the genres, texts, and con-
texts of ancient Greek literature. If we pin down the definitions of invec-
tive that have been proposed not only in classical studies, but also in in-
terdisciplinary theory, we find that one characteristic appears again and
again: violence. Invective is fundamentally violent, polemical, and im-
measurably aggressive. Much has been written about invective in the
study of antiquity and several attempts have been made to define the
term. At core, these works, which are presented and discussed in the ar-
ticles in this issue, agree that invective is any form of violent attack
against a person’s identity, an attempt to portray the ‘other’ - whoever
that may be, rivals in court, political opponents, foreigners, people ac-
cused of religious offences, even antagonists of playwrights - in the
worst possible way. It is a deliberate attempt by one person to under-
mine, diminish, stigmatize, and destroy the perception that others have
of another person.

The contribution of an ambitious, large-scale, transcultural, and in-
tertextual project funded by the National Science Centre of Poland (grant
number 2021/41/B/HS2/00755) and carried out at Nicolaus Copernicus
University in Torun by Rafat Toczko in collaboration with Andreas Ser-
afim (2022-2024) and Stawomir Poloczek (2024-present) is that invectives
are redefined as a cultural phenomenon. Invective derives its meaning
from the general cultural context (i.e., moral, legal, aesthetic, socio-eco-
nomic, political, religious, etc.) of the epochs, across a wide range of sur-
viving verse and prose texts, fragments, and scholia from Homer to early
Christian literature up to the fifth century AD. In other words, the project
considers invective as a cultural phenomenon, not merely a literary
technique. It existed in society before it was incorporated into texts, and
it was valorized and embellished by sophisticated modes of argumenta-
tion according to the etiquette of certain genres and texts.

This special issue is a good excerpt from a series of seminars on invec-
tive organized by Rafal Toczko and Andreas Serafim as part of the re-

Andreas Serafim and Rafat Toczko: ‘Foreword’ C&M Supplementum 1 (2025) ii-iv.
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search activities of the Toruti project. It focuses specifically on verbal in-
vective in ancient Greek: the use of language that serves the purpose of
invective, i.e. attacking an individual or collective target, diminishing
one’s credibility, discrediting the ethos, and achieving all kinds of autho-
rial, literary, and contextual ends. In the courtroom, for example, the
speaker aims to turn the audience, especially the judges, against the tar-
get of criticism and urge them to vote against him.

Work has been done to discuss the language of abuse. Explicit exam-
ples of invective (ranging from accusations of personal mismanagement
and unethical behaviour to the use of expletives, profane language, of-
fensive nicknames, and sexual insults), comic abuse, and attacks, articu-
lated through references to nonverbal communication, as in the forth-
coming volume ‘Embodied Invective’ and Identity Construction in Ancient Lit-
erature, edited by Dennis Pausch, Rafal Toczko, and Andreas Serafim, are
among the topics discussed in classical scholarship. The contributions to
this issue offer a new way of thinking about the way verbal attacks are
made. (1) They shed light on the most interesting but under-researched
topics: the differences between genres that affect the way invectives are
articulated and the limits of their expression in texts and perhaps in so-
ciety. (2) They will address controversial issues (e.g., hybris in Attic law)
to explore how invective reflects socio-cultural norms, values and insti-
tutions in the ancient world. (3) They utilize interdisciplinary theories
and research tools to better and more comprehensively understand ver-
bal invective in ancient literature. (4) They shed welcome new light on
the under-researched use of indirect forms of verbal abuse, i.e., irony,
insinuations, ambiguous statements, and taboos. And (5) they discuss
texts from a ‘microscopic’ angle by examining the lexical markers of in-
vective in texts, e.g., superlatives, diminutives, questions, and hyperbo-
les.

Andreas Serafim and Rafal Toczko would like to thank the authors of
the special issue for taking the time and effort to revise their contribu-
tions for publication. We would also like to thank the National Science
Centre of Poland for generously funding the Torun project; the reviewers
for their constructive criticism, which helped to improve the content of
the articles; and the editors of Classica et Mediaevalia, Dr Thomas Heine
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Nielsen and Dr George Hinge, for the professional work and effort they
put into the preparation of this special issue.

Andreas Serafim and Rafal Toczko
(Changchun and Torun in July 2025)






DETECTING INVECTIVE
IN HERODOTOS’S HISTORIES

By Donald Lateiner

Summary: Invective is rather unwieldy and elastic for analysis. Greek and Roman insult
poetry and oratory constitute recognizable invective - extended personal attack. Herod-
otos first exhibits it in prose. His invectives, relatively primitive, exist in two forms:
character speech and author text. The historian presents an historical person denigrat-
ing an adversary and his position for an adjudicating presider or presiding body (tri-
angulation). For example, the debate between Demaratos and Achaimenes after Ther-
mopylai. Otherwise, the historian presents his own views that contravene previous tra-
ditions, contemporary (oral) authorities, or specific publics. He thus critiques Hekataios,
theorist-geographers, Ionians’ views of Lade, Alkmaionid treason at Marathon, and most
post-war Hellenes refuting Athenian liberationist claims. Invective essentials in poetry
and contemporary oratory influenced Herodotos’s composition, since he resided in Ath-
ens, central for developments in Aegean speech-making. Herodotos features invective
situations: political status and rivalrous decision-making (characters) and defects of
other historians and publics (author text).

Invective differs from insult

Insults populate many genres of ancient Greek literature, beginning with
the Homeric epics. Achilleus directs his Iliadic barrage of ‘dogface’ and
‘people-eater’ insults - Athene authorized but dishonoring Agamem-
non’s basileutatos status (II. 1.69, 210-45). Laodamos, the scion of the
Skherian king, chides his guest’s non-participation when, disguised as a
shipwrecked sailor, Odysseus declines his invitations to compete (0d.
8.145-64). Odysseus responds with more direct abuse while on the play-
ing fields (8.152-85, esp. 166, 175-79). Back in Ithaka, however, as a beggar
Odysseus must slyly affront his wife’s Ithakan suitors. Eurymachos and
Antinoos are taunting, teasing, and assaulting him (0d. 17.444-80, 18.346-
93). He lands indirect, ‘kernelled’ aggressions, insults nestled inside flat-
tery that confound and anger his supposed betters. Archilochos” short

Donald Lateiner: ‘Detecting Invective in Herodotos’s Histories’ C&M Supplementum 3
(2025) 1-33.



2 DONALD LATEINER

and extended sexual iambs savage named opponents. Aristophanes’
comedies multiply verbal and nonverbal character ridicule in short
scenes and satirize live contemporaries such as Kleon, Sokrates, and Eu-
ripides, and targeted Athenian institutions such as the assembly and the
law-courts. Lysias’ dicanic oratory (3, 12, 13, 24) and Demosthenes’ pros-
ecutions and defenses (e.g., Dem. 21, 54) document vivid, brief insults and
the latter produces lengthier invectives. The orators illuminate Athenian
street-life and nightlife. Ariston reports that while strolling he suffered
insult and injury (aikeia, hybris) at the hands of a bully, Konon, his sons,
and his gang (Dem. 54). They accosted him, crowed over him, stomped
him lying prostrate in the street’s mud. Choice red-figured pots illustrate
fifth-century physical violence and strongly suggest that insults accom-
panied the acts, verbal violence.'

Thus, surviving literary records of everyday ‘street-talk’, obscene ges-
tural hand-talk, insults in traditional confrontations, and informal social
ostracisms produce an implicit poetics of Hellenic abuse that predate He-
rodotos’ prose records or his compositions of Hellenic and barbarian dis-
sociative activities.” This paper focuses on Herodotos’ text, both received
data and testimony and his own authorial development of ancient invec-
tive in his examples of direct speech, a significant subset of aggressive,
insulting, and unforgivable verbal interaction.

The subordinate status of invective in the broad category of hostile
speech becomes clear from the realization that Greek has many words
for insulting verbal and nonverbal acts (v. infra) but not any word at all
restricted to invective, as now defined. Invective is a subset of insult de-
scribing extended and elaborated verbal assault. Both Latin-derived
words - certainly overlapping - describe related forms of destructive so-
cial interaction - methods and strategies that reduce your opponent’s

1 E.g.,Onesimos’ krater depicts brawlers, brutal street-fighting men (ca. 490, St. Petersburg
Hermitage 651). Latin varieties of crude abuse suffuse Catullus’ invective poems
(Lateiner 1977) and the prose of Petronius and Apuleius (Lateiner 2013). Disgusting de-
tails feature smells, unnatural and prostituted sex, excrement, and so forth. Kamen 2020
surveys insults in classical Athens, Opelt 1992 lists the logographers’ kakologistics, and
Lateiner 2013 examines the vocabulary of gendered insults in Latin.

2 Lateiner 1995, 2004, 2015, 2017.
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standing and self-regard. The semantic difference recognizes that invec-
tive is restricted to sustained, multi-faceted verbal aggressions, while the
more common and less artful insult typically produces a snapshot-like
sting whether others are present. Insulters do not require a third-party
audience separate from the target, as invective does, although insulters
enjoy appreciative bystanders.’ Insults can be verbal or gestural, or even
physical attacks - all of them components of the peculiar Athenian crime
known as hybris (Fisher 1992). In Ariston’s report of Konon’s assault, one
observes multi-channeled redundancy of words, gestures (crowing), and
battery - attack, strip, trip, punch, and stomp. Both forms of denigration,
however, can be triangulated, social situations where rival speakers per-
form in the presence of third parties - an individual, small groups, or
crowds.

The term ‘invective’ smells archaic now,* and has rarely enjoyed a
positive reputation, while ‘insult’ saturates parlance and practice, both
now - and long ago. The classical Attic vocabulary describing insult is rich
and varied, as Deborah Kamen (2020: 10), inter alios/alias, catalogues it -
skommata, aischrologia, loidorein, blasphemein, komoidein, diabole, kakegoria,
hybris - but vocabulary specific to invective had barely emerged when
Herodotos wrote and read out his Histories to others. Similarly, pottery
had long since illustrated insulting actions, but invective is impossible to
draw.

Recent books collect ‘Insults Ancient & Modern’, but only a few mod-
ern titles collect invectives.’ Book titles abound, such as The Wittiest and

The sociolinguist Bill Labov’s 1972 study of techniques of strategic African-American
one-upmanship includes ‘the Dozens’, ‘Signifying’, and ‘Sounding.” He provides insight
into distinct methods and rhythm for certain types of contemporary invective, sus-
tained insult.

Public figures today prefer to claim victimhood rather than macho slam-downs, alt-
hough the U.S. President Donald Trump illustrates both performative postures. He re-
peats incessantly that he is the target of ‘witch-hunts’, that is, of baseless campaigns to
find non-existent malefactors, while maligning opponents with alliterative nicknames
and labels such as witch-hunts, frauds, and ‘crooked.’

E.g., Nancy McPhee The Book of Insults, New York 1978; Gary Dexter, Poisoned Pens. Literary
Invective from Amis to Zola, London 2009. Compare titles such as The Insult Dictionary; Sur-
rounded by Idiots, Insults and Comebacks; Scorn. The Wittiest and Wickedest Insults in Human
History.
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Wickedest Insults in Human History, but hardly any for invective, except for
Petrarch’s Ciceronian ‘imitations” and modern drama and music criti-
cism. Cicero’s Second Philippic relentlessly ‘invectivates’, inveighs
against, Mark Antony, his person, his mind and body, his family and an-
cestry, and his former allegiances and future policies. Cicero’s Philippics,
contrived, repetitive, and distasteful - today they are hard to sit
through.® Scholars reputed wise’ in the study of malicious scolding, be-

Denniston 1926/1982, Kennedy 1972: 268-83. The Antonine Anecdotalist Aulus Gellius
refers to Cicero’s speeches against Caesar’s lieutenant as Antonianae orationes (NA 1.22.17,
13.22.6). At 7.11, Gellius counsels against descending into convicia and maledicta because
you sink to your enemy’s level when you accuse opponents of what they say of you: dum
paria et consimilia dicas atque audis. He cites Q. Metellus Numidicus (cos. 109) who referred
to C. Manlius the Tribune, his invectivizer, as a man “unfit to be ill-spoken of by the
upright,” ne idoneum quidem cui a probis maledicatur.

Contrast “Wikidiff” (consulted 12/1/2022), a web guide for the perplexed. “The differ-
ence between invective and insult” as nouns is: “invective is an expression which in-
veighs or rails against a person while insult is an action or form of speech deliberately
intended to be rude.” On 1/22/2025, Wikidiff Al improved its distinctions: "insult" is a
more general term for a single, disrespectful remark, while "invective" implies a more
forceful, sustained verbal attack often filled with anger and intended to severely criti-
cize or discredit someone, usually with strong rhetorical flair; essentially, "invective" is
a more intense and elaborate form of insult. This internet distinction still misses the
general crudeness of insult and the public nature of invective. Kamen 2020 explores in-
sult but see Lateiner’s 2022 review. Koster 1980 concentrates on Roman not Greek au-
thors, and those Romans seem more comfortable than the Athenians, at least, in launch-
ing invectives, even if Cicero’s dubbing his invectives against Antony “Philippica” seems
to dignify his defensive offense by reference to a distinguished Hellenic antecedent. See
Cic. Ad Brut. 2.4; Antony’s furious response, ad Fam. 12.2.1: vomere, non dicere [ Antonius].
The De cor. aligns more closely as a parallel defense and invective against an opponent
(cf. Denniston 1926: xvii). In the assembly, social constraints frowned on personal at-
tacks, and Athenian law supposedly provided guard-rails against extreme invectives and
penalized them. To be sure, speakers found ways to inject it, as democratic limits to par-
rhesia grew weaker. See chapter 5 of Filonik (forthcoming) for clarification of this variety
of political speech as a privilege (that the assembly granted) and an obligation to speak
frankly for the city’s benefit - not “freedom of speech” as the North Atlantic community
often understands it. The Athenian courts, however, permitted greater freedom to ac-
cuse opponents of bribery, dishonesty, and other topoi of deception than the ekklesia
(Carey 2005: 78). See below, n. 13.
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rating, contemptuous words, and slander - students of relentless denun-
ciation, poetic and prosaic - offered assistance for this research.®

Colleagues suggested that, while no hard and stable difference distin-
guishes between the two terms, ‘invective describes a sustained, literary,
thematically coherent outpouring of multiple insults’ (Judith Hallett). Or
‘invective as a subset of insults implies the ‘words as weapons’ metaphor.
Verbal invective can ‘slice and dice’ an opponent like a sharp sword or
knife. Horace Sat. 2.1.39-44 uses this knife metaphor in his Sermones’
(Ralph Rosen). ‘Words used as weapons or fists ..., voila, formalized, per-
formed invective! (idem). Invective remains a judgment call, and a judg-
ment that varies depending on class, epoch, context, and culture. The
vehement wit and insulting ‘put-downs’ that sufficed for Themistokles’
verbal triumphs (Hdt. 8.59,* 61, 125.2*)° were doubled in the age of
Aischines, and squared for Cicero’s audiences. Political invective aims to
erase the civic identity of the target, producing social death. Fifth-cen-
tury Attic parameters apparently devolved to ever nastier fourth-cen-
tury forms of invective. The Romans had fewer taboos, to judge by Cicero
(see Appendix 2 below).

Insult often carries a threat of violence ready at hand, while invective
may hope to incite it. Insult, legal hybris, often with no pretensions to
rhetorical complexity, whether witty or not, filled the urban ‘street’ -
places like the Athenian agora’s barbershops, workshops, homes, and al-
leys (Lys. 23.3, Dem. 54.1-12, e.g.). In nearby gymnasia, where men young

Papaioannou & Serafim 2021: 8-12 summarize modern theories of invective. Slander,
false allegations of bad behavior and thinking, accelerate on the slippery slope of vicious
hostility to one’s opponent. Unlike the first Philippic, Cicero never delivered this pseudo-
speech, the second Philippic at all. No audience exerted potential controls of vocal and
paravocalic objection (sounds, not words, such as hoots, hissing, or cheers) or noisy foot-
stomping interjection. See Denniston 1926: v, Kennedy 1972: 268-74. Cicero’s second Phi-
lippic was a lengthy, and largely ineffective, pamphlet, a reply to Antony’s attack on Cic-
ero (ad Fam. 12.2.1) with scurrilous but not thereby untrue attacks on Antony (cf. Phil. 2.
44-48, 63-70, 103-5). The title ‘Philippic’, although first suggested by Cicero (ad Brut. 2.4),
does not seem to have been seriously intended. Kennedy (1972: 270) regards the second
Philippic as an unbridled, tasteless, and unattractive attack on character, deploying dis-
paraging lies, deceit, and sophistry and spuriously justified by the cause for which it was
used.

An asterisk indicates speech reported directly (oratio recta), following Powell’s 1938 Lex-
icon to Herodotus.
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and old gathered for exercises physical and verbal, Sokrates found fertile
spaces for putting down anyone claiming to know anything. He devel-
oped his performative long faces, smiles, glances, ironic flattery, and ar-
guments in extra-institutional performance venues and later boasted of
his absence from institutional spaces. His modest persona avoided direct
insult or invective, unlike some of those that his embarrassed targets
such as Thrasymachos and Kallikles deployed. Invective, however, sur-
faced in, or at least survives from, institutionalized spaces - in the agora’s
dikasteria, and bouleuterion, in ekklesiai on the Pnyx, and in the demos’ tax-
supported comic theater on the Acropolis’ south slope (Gottesman 2014:
1-23).

Later Greek rhetoricians, centuries afterwards (and long after Aristo-
tle), flourished kakologia, diabole, and psogos (Latin vituperatio) as technical
terms for invective. These rhetoricians cursorily discuss techniques of
invective and their topoi (Usher 1999: 62n.28), but Carey (2004: 20) argues,
rightly I think, that invective per se was under-developed in theory. Rea-
sons for this include, first, invective remained rather disreputable -
nothing to boast about, or teach, although speakers commonly manipu-
lated it in practice, in extant speeches.” Second, diabole, eventually the
closest Greek term, is itself slippery, ambiguous, polyvalent, and eventu-
ally “diabolical.”™*

Attacking one’s opponent’s character (ethos) is one form of self-de-
fense and retaliation - both respectable Athenian actions, modes of self-
presentation in everyday Attic life. Invective’s bad reputation, however,
and third, arises from its association with non-negotiable character as-
sassination - something that ‘you do, not what I do’ (Carey 2004: 6, citing
Lys. 30.7). Yet, in ancient Hellenic contexts, litigation and diplomacy,
denigrations of persons irrelevant to the immediate charge were com-
mon and deemed informative.

Carey 2004 mentions Thucydides’ use of diabole in passing - how the Lakedaimonians
used the Alkmaionid ‘curse’ to ‘set the Athenians at variance’ with Perikles (1.127.2 with
2.13.1, and cf. the verb at 4.22.3: the Spartans’ strategy with the Athenian assembly (to
plethos), not willing to risk a double-cross, ur| é¢ Tov¢ Evppdyxoug daPAnddory gindvreg
Kal o0 Tuxdvteg). Fifteen occurrences of the noun appear in Thucydides, more of the
verb, but Carey disregards the evidence of the verb and noun in Herodotos. See below.
Pelling 2007: 182-85 helpfully anatomizes the word and its developed metaphorical
meaning.
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Polyainos, Lysias’ soldier-client, for instance, defends himself against
his prosecutors’ malicious, negative characterizations (diabal-/diabol-:
Lys. 9.1, 2, 3, 18,19) that have no relevance to his life but - he alleges -
apply rather to their own habits."” He spins his charges against his oppo-
nents. A man’s habits and manners were deemed admissible evidence for
many charges in Attic courts, even when they had no relation to the as-
serted violation of law. In Polyainos’ case, utilizing a defendant’s com-
mon move, the dirty pot is calling the kettle black, while claiming his
kettle is shiny clean.

Since invective remains an amorphous, ill-defined category, it does
not qualify as a figure of speech or a recognized genre of speech in extant
ancient Greek handbooks. Hellenic invective rather constitutes the fo-
rensic equivalent of an operatic aria, an intensified segment of verbal vi-
olence in a longer presentation directed at diminishing a fellow citizen
or a foreigner, a group or city."”

Stephen Usher emphasizes how preserved early speeches provided
the basis of later oratorical theory," specifically citing Lysias” devious
and indirect skills for invective (cf. Voegelin 1943)." This paper ad-
dresses the prose of an author prior to extant logography, Herodotos, an
older contemporary of speechwriter Lysias. Herodotos, the oldest sur-
viving prose ‘kakologist’, produced the earliest examples." Both writers
mastered character portrayal, combative speechwriting, and narratives
of past events, in fact-relating, praising, and mud-slinging modes.

Lys. 9.18: Aowdopodot, T0i¢ pev €uoig émtndedupacty o0 mpoonkovong dtafoldg
EMPEPOVTEG, TOTG OE AVTAOV TPATOLG TAG OiKelaG Kl GUVHOELG.

The Athenians admitted suits for defamation (8ikn kaknyopiag, see Lys. 10; cf. Todd
1993: 258-62). A statute prohibited the use of taboo words (aporrheta) in public speech.
The truth of the charge, contrary to modern law, was not a defense (e.g., ‘patricide’,
‘shield-dropper’), a signal of noteworthy different thinking.

... later theory had its origins in the earliest practice’ (Usher 1999: 62, referring to Lys.
12).

Lavency (1964: 164-69) addresses, but inadequately, ‘I'aspect théatral de la logographie.’
Invective and gestures are absent from his index.

Herodotos and Lysias were non-Athenian writers who admired Periklean Athens and its
institutions. Both found success in Athens and joined the Periklean experimental foun-
dation of Italian Thurioi. Admittedly, a few passages of extended prose prior to Herodo-
tos survive, Hekataios F1 (FGrHist 1) provides a proto-invective against competitors’ nar-
ratives (logoi) - whether of the past or present is not clear.
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Herodotos” speeches and evaluations betray familiarity with tech-
niques of civic praise and blame that contemporary Attic writers were
presumably employing in Athenian public speech. Herodotos had heard
Attic orators speak - Perikles, Kimon, and Antiphon, perhaps the rising
logographer Lysias. These speakers addressed past politics, present court
cases sometimes involving family vendettas,'” and they strategized pre-
sent and future polis policies. They prepared speeches in many of the var-
ied modes that Herodotos presents. Proposed dates for the composition
and dissemination of the Histories, in parts or the whole, have hovered
between 435 and 415, when Attic speech-making flourished.'® Herodotos
probably performed logoi, chapters, before and between, those dates. His
logoi when finally assembled, had to be copied, then and thus ‘published’,
an apodeixis of his investigations.

Herodotean invective

The recent Herodotus Encyclopedia (Chr. Baron (ed.) 2021) provides no en-
try for ‘invective’, elaborated and clever language intended to cause of-
fense and to diminish an enemy. ‘Insult’ gains entry (M. Lloyd), and
rightly so. Speakers in Herodotos, nevertheless, on occasion sustain
character assassination in the presence of, or behind the back of, their
competitors in both Greek and barbarian venues. They ‘diabolize’ ene-
mies in de facto judicial situations, legislative debates, and less formal but
still agonistic situations.

Attic litigants often appear to wish to perpetuate rather than resolve their conflicts
(Todd 1993: 261). This behavior is found in the present as well.

Fornara (1971) downdated the publication of the completed Histories from ca. 431 to 415
BCE, modifying the communis opinio, but the argument had to be based on several un-
provable assumptions. Herodotos refers explicitly and implicitly to events of the Pelo-
ponnesian War (e.g., 6.91, 7.133-37, 7.233, 9.73, and probably elsewhere, where we can-
not recognize the allusion). The issue is not a ‘pseudo-problem’ (Hornblower 1996: 28),
although no solution can be proven, but such aporia often distresses students of ancient
history. We cannot say, for example, who first brought all Herodotos’ logoi together in
one manuscript, or when.
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First, however, let us establish a distinction between two types of his-
toriographical invective for Herodotos and for his historiographical suc-
cessors, since two quite separate lanes of Herodotos’ Inquiries traffic in
invective. The first lane consists of character speeches. Here, his narrative
presents two or more parties in conflict. Each party wishes to persuade
a judge that its position is most just or prudent or persuade peers that
his or their proposed policy is the best available, all the while insinuating
that competing parties are selfishly motivated and/or they present infe-
rior or misleading arguments. Who, then, among Herodotos’ historical
figures ‘invectivates’ - looks for politically acceptable ways to denigrate
another man’s acts, plans, and character without descending into mere
abuse or snark (loidoria)? When speakers A and B address an audience or
judge, how do they manage to appear to address issues while they actu-
ally detour into their opponent’s shady record, disreputable family and
life, questionable loyalties, or even criminal acts?

For a good preview example of Herodotean character invective, con-
sider Artabanos, the King’s uncle, when he chooses words carefully in
Royal Conclave, because he contradicts his King’s wildly overly optimis-
tic expectations for his proposed Hellenic conquests (7.10*, 46*)." De-
spite Artabanos’ explicit and prudent caution, Xerxes inveighs against
this prudent (if a posteriori) evaluation as cowardly, even womanly (see
below).

The second lane of ancient Greek historical invective consists of the
author’s speech or text in propria persona. The historian criticizes earlier
authorities often, but he sometimes inveighs against competing ethnog-

Sokles the Korinthian likewise (5.93*) entered dangerous territory, despite wide disfavor
among Sparta’s allies for a planned attack on Attika, when he ‘spoke freely.’ He stopped
the Spartans from employing their Peloponnesian juggernaut to attack - unjustifiably,
napa to dikatov - the new Athenian government, now a proto-democracy. After the suc-
cessful coup against the Magos, the false Smerdis, the Persian conspirators allegedly as-
sembled for their discussion of how to organize the future Persian state (3.80-83). They
inveigh in turn against various regimes - monarchy, oligarchy, and democracy - but
decorously they do not inveigh against the persons who propose them.
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raphers, ‘philosophers’, logographers, poets, and/or at locally or ethni-
cally biased, contemporary patriots.”” These authorities claim to provide
an historical accuracy that Herodotos denies.” His own invectives or
anti-invectives (see below) step beyond disagreement to attack compet-
itors’ methods, motives, or even personality. Revisionist from the start
(remember the dismissed Persian logioi of 1.1-5: mepi Yév ToUTWV OVK
gpxopal EpEwv WG oUTwG i GAAWG KwG Tadta £yéveto...), Herodotos em-
ploys several verbal weapons that his characters exhibit.

Greek historians differ in the frequency of invectives of both types. Thucydides presents
little, and nearly none in character speech, condemning individuals, although many
speakers inveigh against poleis, especially against Athens. The historian inveighs against
Perikles’ successors (2.65.6-11) and certain policies that he considered disastrous, for
example in connection with the General Alkibiades. He also criticizes previous histori-
ans (1.97.2: Hellanikos of Lesbos; Herodotos only implicitly (e.g., 1.18.3, cf. Hdt. 6.57,
9.53)), and public beliefs about the past and present (e.g., 1.9.1, 10.1, 20.2-3, 21.1, 6.53.3-
60.1). The prudent (sophrones), presumably aristocratic men, scorn Kleon’s family and
promises and burst out laughing at him in the ekklesia (4.28.5). Thus, they openly insult a
prominent democrat, but Aristophanes and the ‘Old Oligarch’ mount the sustained in-
vectives, the thorough condemnations of the individual and his ilk (Knights, Ps.-Xen. Ath.
pol. 2.17-19). Nikias’ case against unnamed Alkibiades’ youth, personal expenses, ambi-
tion, and strategic folly (6.12-13*), and Alkibiades’ reply about unadventurous elderly
statesmen (naming Nikias, 6.16-18*) may qualify as invective. Appendix 1 below explores
the earliest known antilogy of personal invective speeches in a historian, Xenophon’s
treatment of Kritias and Theramenes in Hellenika 11. Historiographical invective grew
more acceptable, perhaps from Herodotos” example. Polybios (Book 12) largely consists
of invective - especially authorial speech. Polybios condemns predecessor historians
such as Timaios, Aristotle, Kallisthenes, Demochares, and Agathokles. He evaluates them
as childish, deficient in judgment, gullible (12.3), among other things, although his se-
vere criticisms (12.11a) calumniate them also for their invectives - faultfinding and ped-
antry similar to his own.

Lateiner (1989: 104-8) supplies an inventory of such Herodotean polemic with discussion
of how and why Hellenic historiographers argued against other historians and local log-
ioi. The chapter does not analyze their rhetoric, catch-phrases, topoi and emotion-laden,
derogatory vocabulary.
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Antilogies, opposed speeches, especially competing speeches, popu-
late the agones of Greek tragedy and comedy, public oratory,” and so-
phistic educational performances such as those parodied in Plato’s acid-
ulous dialogues.” These exploiters of polar differences contributed to
the combative historiographer’s development of forms for presenting
arguments in his new genre. When Herodotos” historical figures invecti-
vate, their words reflect styles, purposes, and ends of predecessors and
contemporaries’ attacks in analogous public and private locales.” Politi-
cal figures in life and in Herodotos’ text create disdain and prejudice
against opponents for a third party to decide - character invective.” The
second lane, author invective, exhibits Herodotos himself criticizing (a)

Especially dicanic/forensic for obvious reasons, but also bouleutic - Thucydides’ assem-
bly debates in Books 3 and 6 in Athens and beyond. The implicit antilogies of Spartan
and Athenian commanders before battles who could not have heard each other argue
for the inferior skills and/or character of opponents. Even epideictic addresses can im-
port invective - Perikles’ Epitaphios features a running contrast between Athens’ and
Sparta’s politeiai, one that suggests contempt for the latter’s compulsory way of life.
Medico-philosophic texts in the Hippocratic corpus, such as Ancient Medicine, contempo-
rary with Herodotos, favor certain approaches to illness and trauma while they inveigh
and dismiss other methods of practice and theory. Thomas (2000: 203-4, 240, et passim)
and Kingsley (2024: 17, etc.) emphasize Herodotos’ intellectual links, investigative and
rhetorical, to Presocratic thinkers, scientific medicine, and arts of persuasion.

This paper leaves aside gossip and innuendo, the sort of shady word-mongering that
Herodotos associates with logopoioi, like the dismissed opinions of Hekataios and Aisop
(Hdt. 2.143,5.36, 5.125, 2.134; Isokr. 15.136-37). As Gottesman shows (2014: 20, 83-85, 149),
the word differs from logographos, but identifies busy-bodies and ‘spin-doctors’, men in-
fluencing public opinion. Hunter (1994) passim discusses the manipulation of Athenian
opinion.

Carey’s 2004 essay incisively examines the place of diabole in the Attic orators and the
rhetoricians. Voegelin marches his dissertation on Lysias (1943) through the standard
topoi of invectives (see his helpful chart 170-71), specifying where he discusses each topos
in each speech. Failure to serve in the military, sycophancy, and religious misbehavior
are the most common accusations. The noun diabole appears five times in Herodotos’
text, but see also Powell’s Lexicon, s.v. StafdAAw. The Attic orators’ clients shillyshally
about inveighing against neighbors (e.g., Lys. 3) but do it. The speaker acknowledges
that nomos (law/custom) prohibits arguments and evidence beyond the matter in a court
dispute, but he then delves into just such questionable invective (3.44-45: ap’ OUiv 00
VU6V oty E€w o0 mpdypatog Aéyerv (cf. Ath. Pol. 67.1). He will leave unmentioned
trespasses of his opponent, t& puév dGAAx €dow, except for one matter!
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other researchers for faulty methods and motives, (b) communities and
(c) historical individuals for mistaken, ill-conceived, and/or one-sided,
because self-serving, opinions. Not every disagreement or criticism re-
quires or offers invective, to be sure, but the manner and content of neg-
ative characterization in Herodotos’ speeches, narratives, and judgments
parallel and illuminate earlier Greek forms of disputation: arguments, in-
sults, and invective - sustained disputation and character assassination.
Below, readers will find examples of the two lanes of invective.

Lane 1: Character texts in Herodotos

In Herodotos’ composition about the Persian discussion of Xerxes’
strategic alternatives (7.9.2-9y*), the King’s convocation of generals
allegedly to determine whether he should invade Greece, Mardonios for
thirty-eight OCT lines calumnizes all the Hellenes as inferior warriors. He
decribes them as senseless, few, poor, cowardly, reckless and impetuous,
stupid, destructive of their own property, and unstrategic.” Invective
thrives on scattershot aggression - if one charge does not stick to the
wall, another may, a techne that ambitious Mardonios applies here.
Xerxes’ uncle Artabanos (7.10n1-2*) in response deems that speech to be
divisive, ‘pushing between’, invective, diabole, and analyzes the content
of his (Greek) term. He asserts that Gobryas’ son Mardonios has egged on
Xerxes with excessive zeal (ndoa mpobuuin) and prejudice (SraPdAAwv)
against the Greeks in order to persuade Xerxes to attack and subdue
them for Mardonius’ own advantage.” He judges such diabolai as
dewvotatov, ‘the most terrible thing of all’, for three reasons. Namely the
traducer stretches truth or lies outright, his audience believes the lie(s)
without investigation of their accuracy (dtpekéwg),”® and the victim
suffering the verbal attack (8iapAn6eic) is adjudged bad, inadequate or

Konijnendijk 2016 damningly analyzes Mardonios’ self-serving speech, persuasive in-
vective for the intended audience of one who judges and can execute (in more than one
sense of the word) the speakers.

His desire to command all or part of the force was known to all; cf, Artabanos’ insinua-
tion to this effect, supra.

Herodotos uses this word about his own effortful investigations repeatedly (Lateiner
1989: 10, 231n20 with bibl.).
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guilty without recourse.”” Here he refers to Mardonios, Xerxes, and the
Greeks - although he himself is another victim of Mardonios’ successful
diabole that persuaded Xerxes. Artabanos’ response is analysis based on
experience (in Skythia with Dareios) and evidence, and it is not primarily
personal attack. But both speeches constitute triangulated performance
before a judge, and Artabanos’ certainly casts shadows on Mardonios’
reasoning and motives (7.10n*1-2: ndoa mpoOupin).*

Artabanos, after his careful opening and precautionary captatio
benevolentiae to forfend retribution from his uncle (7.10a), analyzes and
condemns Mardonios’ diabole, his invective against the Hellenes. He risks
his life and suffers severe consequences, saved from death only by his
kinship with the King. He tries to dissuade Xerxes, his nephew, from this
invasion, but the logic only enraged (Buuwbeic) the potentate. The new
Great King’s mind, despite his explicit words to the contrary (7.852*), was
set on stamping Persian history with his own imperial mark. Xerxes
insults his uncle and adviser to his face and before his peers as foolish in
his advice (¢énéwv pataiwv), and cowardly in his person (kakdg te kai
&Ouvpog). The King insults him terribly. He orders him to stay behind in
Persia with the females (&tipin ... pevelv dua tflot yovau€i) - he equates
him with women.?" The three speeches exemplify invective, anti-
invective, and the judge’s consequent insult. Xerxes proceeds to organize
his massive invasion of Hellas.

Artabanos makes a case that fifth-century Athenians also made, disallowing defamation,
slander, or open abuse.

Herodotos once employs diabole in his narrative when explaining a character’s
motivation. As the Persian King Kambyses lay dying, he summoned the leading Persians
and revealed truthfully that he had ordered his brother Smerdis murdered, but now he
beseeched these Persians not to enthrone a Magos, the false, non-royal Smerdis, after his
early death. Truth-telling for once, Kambyses was ironically disbelieved (dmotin
noAAR), as if he were trying to discredit/besmirch his living brother (3.66.3: émi
d1aPoAfi). Pelling (2007: 183-85) insightfully analyzes this slippery stem (diabal-) for
slippery speech.

One of his and other Persians’ favorite gendered insults, cf. 8.88.3%, 9.20, and 107.1*. The
patriarchal Greeks presumably seemed to Herodotos more respectful of women.
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After the Persians’ dubious victory at Thermopylai, Herodotos has
Xerxes flourish the heretofore unknown (Greek) term kakologie.** This
descriptive compound appears only here in his text. The sometimes, but
not always ‘Great’, King refuses to hear any more kakologie abusing his
Hellenic guest-friend. He defends his refugee advisor, ex-Spartan king
Demaratos, against the invective of his own brother Achaimenes (7.236-
237*). Achaimenes’ invective indicts both Demaratos personally, Xerxes’
guest-friend, and, resuming Mardonios’ invective, he calumniates the
Hellenic ethnos. Spartan Demaratos, like Artabanos, fears being candid
(7.104*) before the autocrat Xerxes. The conquered enemy Kroisos, the
paradigm of how to behave, or not, before despots, had exhibited similar
and justified anxious qualms about speaking openly to autocrats before
Kyros (1.88.2%; 207.1,* etc.).”” After the behavior of the Spartans at the
battle of Thermopylai, nevertheless, inexplicable to the Persian King, De-
maratos explains their illogical choice of death and offers his best stra-
tegic advice for Xerxes’ campaign of conquest. The Persian advisor
Achaimenes responds; he inveighs against the alien interloper De-
maratos, with the usual tropes of ethnic invective. Xerxes, the de facto
and de iure Supreme Judge, however, condemns this undeserved invec-
tive. Herodotos presents here a different Greek word for ‘invective.” He
writes ‘bad talk’, kakologie.** Although Achaimenes’ strategic advice

Thucydides never employs it, although he does like kakopragia. Herodotos never employs
the word psogos but see Thuc. 1.70%, 2.45.2* - the latter concerning women’s delicate
reputations in Athens. Kakologia appears in Xen. Cyr. 1.2.6 (on a sound sort of education),
and in Theophrastos Char. 28.1 where this person-type thrives on reviling the quick and
the dead. His essential nature is bad-mouthing, whether one translates this type’s ten-
dency as slander or invective. The examples tend to be one-liners. The Rh. Al. 1440b5
applies the adjective kakoloyikdv to the category opposite to eulogy. Arist. Rh. 1381b7:
we don't like those who speak ill of others; Menander fr. 200.

Herodotos observes that the wise Athenian Solon did not condescend to flatter Tyrant
Kroisos (1.30.3 with the Lydian autocrat’s dismissive first reaction: 33). Kroisos’ wise ad-
vice forced him to flee Kambyses’ wrath (3.36).

One might expect invective in narratives where it never surfaces. The Athenian and
Tegean commanders, for example, debate before the Spartan army as judges as to which
of these two cities’ soldiers deserves to hold the left wing in the upcoming battle of Pla-
taiai against Xerxes’ army (9.26-27%, 28). Legend vs. Legend boasts in the fracas leads the
Athenians to their rhetorical trump cards. First, ancient history is irrelevant, taAai®v
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seems superior to Xerxes, better than Demaratos’, Xerxes rejects his
character assassination directed at his xeinos. Achaimenes has imputed
to Demaratos and the Greek ethnos envy of another person’s success
(pB6vog), also treachery (mpodooia), hatred of successful strength (to
Kpéooov otuyéovat) - in sum, lack of loyalty to the Persian King and
cause. Xerxes indicts the condemnation as kakologie, and Herodotos
oddly ascribes this first (surviving) appearance of kakologie to his Persian
Potentate. The word carries more technical Attic weight than translators
seem to recognize, when they English it as ‘slander’, ‘abuse’, or, better,
‘vituperation.” This term of art became one Greek terminus technicus for
extended passages of censure and bad-mouthing, ‘invective.””” The se-
mantics of kakologie include personal and ethnic failures and consequent
political disloyalty, as here, treason to the Persian cause and to Dema-
ratos’ imperial protector. Xerxes, nevertheless, rejects Achaimenes’ vio-
lent attack on Demaratos’ person and views as inappropriate invective.*®

In an earlier Persian succession crisis, the confused inflection point
after Kambyses’ death and successor, Herodotos places the so-called
‘Constitutional Debate’, what sort of government should follow the fall
of the false King Smerdis (3. 91, 73.2*). Whether some discussion actually
occurred, as Herodotos insists (3.80.1, cf. 6.43.3) to contemporary and
subsequent disbelief, or whether it was a Greek Sophist’s later fictional
invention to tart up a disquisition on regimes, Otanes, one of the seven
conspirators before, and subsequently exempt from Dareios’ rule and

pév vuv €pywv dA1g éotw; and second, Marathon proved the Athenians ‘alone’ could de-
feat ‘forty-six nations’ marshalled by Persia’s empire. Neither debating team ‘descends’
into personal or civic acrimony, invective. Herodotos’ sources perhaps left out argu-
ments contra the other city, or even invective arguments anticipated (prolepsis or proka-
talepsis - a Demosthenic specialty) that the opposing party might use - true, spurious, or
irrelevant.

See Koster 1980; Siiss 1910: 245-67; Usher 1999: 62. Dem. 18.126-31 eviscerates the
kdBappa Aischines, compounding indignation with ridicule and irony.

After Kambyses had died, Gobryas, Dareios’ former spear-carrier (Behistun: DNc), caps
the seven-person discussion convened to decide whether to attack the false (and earless)
pretender, Smerdis. Gobryas repeats the Persians’ earlier suspicion about why Kambyses
had repudiated the magos ‘Smerdis’ as not his brother. They agreed that Kambyses had
spoken in order to create bad feeling, éni SiPoAfj, against his real brother. This accusa-
tion offers another level of discourse - a complaint against an invective not present in
the text. I thank Rosaria Munson for this distinction.
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whim, describes any and every autocrat as most ready to accept as true
divisive speech, personal attacks, or invective (3.80.4%, diafolag 8¢
dprotog €vdékeabar). *7 Diabole has usually been translated here as
‘slander’, but slanders need not constitute invective, and invective need
not be slanderous. Herodotos, in any case, shows autocrats repeatedly
receiving slanders and invectives as well as false projections predicting
easy success for imperial ventures, which they occasionally reject.”®

The first example above, Mardonios’ fawning encouragement of
Xerxes' egoistical dreams and his tirade against Hellenic skills and
intelligence, constitutes an invective, as Artabanos states. His arguments
go beyond casual insult to determined, extended verbal aggression, that
is, invective. Thorough condemnations beyond possibility of compro-
mise exceed casual street-dissing, or off-the-cuff insults.

Hellenic invective explains the lonian rebels’ disastrous failure to stay
united after mustering their allied men and ships prior to the battle of
Lade. They continually inveigh against their new admiral’s discipline, as
sailors do. Dionysios of little Phokaia kept them sweating, practicing
naval ship maneuvers, rowing in the summer heat (6.12). For seven days,
they followed orders, but then, in a once-for-all, collective invective
against Dionysios, they wonder what daimon maddened them to follow
this martinet’s orders. They accuse him of being a braggart (GAdlwv), of
supplying a mere three ships, of insulting them and severely injuring

An unexpected, oxymoronic collocation of admirable and execrable value terms.
Translators into English incline to the ‘slander’ translation of dia-bal- stems (literally,
‘setting apart’), influenced by its later notoriety in prose authors, especially orators and
rhetoricians, and perhaps by the Christian scriptural uses of the term in non-political,
small-group contexts (e.g., 1 Tim. 3:11, 2 Tim. 3:5, Titus 2:3). The verb in Herodotos’ text
sometimes denotes antagonism (e.g., 5.35.1,5.97.1, 6.61.1, 6.64: two Spartan kings). More
often diabal- indicates the maligning of competitors and enemies, whether at length or
repeatedly (6.51, 61.1: 906V kal &yn [hapax], 7.10n* thrice) or once only (e.g., 7.22.3,
8.90.1 & 3: Phoinikian captains; 6.46.1: Thasos’ neighbors; 9.17.4*: Thessalians bad-
mouthing Phokians; 6. 133.1: a Parian had maligned Athenian Miltiades). Herodotos re-
ports that Hippias and his family “diabolized” the democratic Athenians to the satrap
Artaphernes and to the Persian court (5.96.1 & 97.1 resumptively; cf. 5.97.2 ‘deceive’, still
‘diabolizing’ Athenians: 6.94.1). This was not mere ‘slander’ (Purvis transl., cf. Pelling
2007: 183-85) - false and mean accusations, but a continuing invective directed against
those many Athenians who overthrew the Peisistratid regime. Macaulay’s translation
(1890) ‘stir up enmity’ catches the flavor.
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them (Avpatverar Adunot dvnkéotoiot), and of causing illnesses by his
punishing regime (moAloi €¢ vovoouvg memtwkaot). This invective
succeeds in inflaming its audience: the Ionian sailors declare that they
would prefer slavery (SovAnin), ‘whatever that is’, to further military
exercises. They mutiny - they quit and lie idle in the shade. The lively
collection in one paragraph of personal attack and complaints, the gist
of their griping, produces a group invective against their unrelenting
commander that persuaded their mates.

Hellenic envoys (7.157-62) come to seek alliance from the Syrakousan
tyrant Gelon. Herodotos presents a contentious parley in 480 BCE. He
records a more conversational interchange; both sides display angry
emotions and inveigh against the other’s position. Gelon inveighs
(7.158.1 moAAOG évékerto) against the self-serving Hellenes who failed to
help him defend the western Greeks against the Karthaginians. He ac-
cuses them of contemptuous indifference for Sicilian Greek autonomy,
and they dishonored him (Gtiping) as no better than a barbarian, but he
will behave differently. He will supply, nevertheless, a huge army and
navy, provided only that they appoint him commander of all Hellenic
army and naval forces and the Hellenic leader (7.158.5*: te otpatnydc te
Kal Nyepwv). Indignant at this non-negotiable demand, the Spartan
representative Syagros speaks vehemently against the proposed sheer
robbery (7.160: éneotpappévovg, anapatpiiobat). Agamemnon would
groan, he says, would turn over in his grave, if he heard Gelon’s excessive
demand (Homeric péya oipddéeie)! Gelon objects to the Spartan’s insults
and insolent behavior (7.160.1*: dveidea, UPpiopata év @ Adyw,
aoxruova by implication), but he reduces his demand to ‘only’ command
of the entire Hellenic fleet. Now the Athenian ambassadors (unnamed)
furiously reject his reduced demand. Gelon then angrily orders all the
mainland delegations to depart the island at once (7.162.1*: o0k av
@Oavorte tfv taywotnv Omiow danaAlacoduevor). The exchange of
diplomatic invectives resembles earlier Ionic wrangling and scenes of
conflict in Euripides’ war tragedies. When the Greeks call Gelon ‘King’,
they may merely mock the upstart son of nobody Deinomenes who rose
to tyrannical power. When, however, the Spartan and anonymous
Athenian cite Homer’s poetry to support claims to hegemonical positions
(a topos suggesting diplomatic desperation), Herodotos implies that
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Gelon held the superior strategic hand and arguments in this diplomatic
dust-up.”

Lane II: Author invective

Herodotos censures local views and other authors who provided orally
or in writing accounts of ta genomena. As far back as Homer (2.23, 53,
82,120, etc.) and extending beyond his predecessor Hekataios (2.143,
6.137, etc.) to contemporary positions, Herodotos doubts, denounces,
and sometimes renounces local Hellenic (2.178, 8.94), Panhellenic (6.43.3,
7.139, 214), and barbarian logoi, logioi (1.1-5, 4.46.1, 8.73.3), inscribed ob-
jects (5.54, 9.85), literary texts (4.36), and polis-authorized views in one
community or another. For example, parochial festivals and inscriptions
“naturally” praised their own originating and participating poleis and im-
plicitly denigrated and excluded neighbors, expelled inhabitants, or op-
pressed classes (6.14, 105, 111; 9.85.3), but Herodotos reports little of this
because it ran counter to his theme. His first-person denunciation,
however, of an Aiginetan fraud and of other cities’ copy-cat pretences
witheringly critiques these poleis’ construction of bogus cenotaphs long
after the battle at Plataiai to honor fallen compatriots but really to hide
their shame: énaioxvvouévoug tf] anestol Tfig HaAXNG EKAOTOVG XWHUATH
X@oar KEWA TV Emyevouévwyv eivekev avOpwnwv). Hans-Joachim
Gehrke (2023) and adherents describe this process of massaging or falsi-
fying past historical events as ‘intentional history’, perhaps a cynical but
accurate label for how contemporary and subsequent generations recon-
struct to their own advantage both admirable and shameful past policies
and actions or inaction.*’

The Athenians reject Tegean mythico-historic arguments facing a jury of Spartan judges
before the battle of Plataiai in 479 BCE (9.27*, n.34 supra). Spartan Sthenelaidas similarly
rejects in advance (prokatalepsis) Athenian claims of military success in the more recent
past (Thuc. 1.86*). This topos of diplomacy devalues past virtue when overshadowed by
present vice.

This analysis does not adjudicate the truth or falsehood of Herodotos’ damning charge.
Apparent dependence on Athenian informants reveals an anti-Aiginetan bias.
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Herodotos’ authorial invectives attack predecessors for faulty
method, suspect or deceitful motives, and personal defects (of intelli-
gence and preparation, also character). Inadequate research into availa-
ble sources, lack of autopsy, limited awareness of partiality, chronology,
topography, and even local ecologies contribute to innocent incompe-
tence. Personal gullibility, local polis and ethnic bias,"' and personal pride
also deprive accounts of credibility and dependability. Such invective
against predecessors, caustic revisionism, became a regular and promi-
nent feature of Hellenistic historiography,* and, as usual, Herodotos’
critical but inclusive text inaugurates and anticipates these judgmental
developments (2.99.1, 3.38, 7.152.3).

Herodotos inveighs against scientific theorists, philosopher-
scientists, who explain the origins of Egypt’s land or Nile’s flow (2.10-17:
"Twveg oUk €0 @povéouat, 20-27, 4.53.1). He inveighs scornfully against a
priori, symmetrizing map-makers - many of them, but none working
from phenomena but rather drawing Ocean with a compass (wg &mnod
tépvov) and continents — whether two or three - equal in size (fon) to
each other (4.36.2: yeA® 8¢ 0pwv yiig mep1ddoug ypapavtag moAAovg fRdn
Kal 00déva voov €xdvtwg EEnyacduevov). Yet, Herodotos himself alleges
that the rivers Nile and Danube mirror each other in length and course
(2.33-34, cf. Thomas 2000: 78). This backsliding into theories not

Plutarch’s De malignitate Herodoti provides a Roman imperial example. Kirkland (2022:
105-51) analyzes Plutarch’s critique of Herodotos: a malicious, faulty, and deceitful per-
son and author (e.g., Mor. 863d-e).

Polybios’ demolition of Timaios and other virulent invectives against Ephoros, Demo-
chares, Agathokles, and others, serve as textbook examples (12.1-28a, e.g.). These pre-
decessors in his territory are guilty of naiveté, ignorance, intentional falsehoods, bias,
scurrility in attacking their predecessors (12.25¢, g-h). Thucydides briefly pillories Hel-
lanikos - uniquely by name (1.97.1-2) - when justifying his account of the run-up to his
war, the ‘Pentakontaétia.’ He never names Herodotos, his obvious target in several po-
lemics, but his decision to present critical revisions of Spartan lochoi, the Peisistratid
tyranny, and his sophistical minification of the significance of the Persian Wars (1.20-
21, 6. 54-59, 1.23.1) implicitly implicate this illustrious predecessor. His very choice to
begin with 478 BCE, however, at Herodotos’ endpoint, points to a grudging acceptance
of Herodotos’ account, at least as sufficient for antecedents to ‘his’ war. So Hornblower
persuasively argues (1996: 17-38 with Annexes A and B: 122-45) that Thucydides presents
independent views on some issues, follows his predecessor silently on more issues, and
nowhere rejects him entirely.
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supported by evidence is arguably attributable to his Plan B desire, when
information fails, to explain the unknown by the known - toiot éupavéat
TA YN YIVwoKOpeva tekpalpduevog. He inveighs briefly against evidence-
deficient histories composed by local or panhellenic patriotic poets.*
While not all disagreement in historians, then or now, sinks into
invective, these examples exhibit determined scorn for both claims and
authors.

Herodotos also attacks boastful claims by polis logioi, Atthidographers
and their ilk, compilers of horoi, local genealogists, boosters expressing
favorable bias or prejudicial hostility to alien persons and neighboring
groups - polis antipathies (2.178.3, 6.14.1, 6.121-24, 7.152, 8.73.3). After the
battle of Lade, for example, all the Ionians blamed (and still inveigh
against) each other: &AAfAovg ydp katarti@vrat. In this case Herodotos
prudently withholds judgment, as the various cities play the blame game
and justify their own fight or flight actions. Elsewhere too, he inveighs
against such self-serving local ‘patriots’ or local historians, of which the
Atthidographers are the best preserved example - cf. Felix Jacoby’s
Lokalgeschichten (FGrHist 111B).

Herodotos directs his most frequent, extended, and pointed authorial
invective at Hekataios because he was his most prominent prose
predecessor - indeed, the only prose author that he mentions by name
(2.143, 6.137-38).* Herodotos’ presentation of accounts of the indigenous
Pelasgians’ expulsion from Attika sets Hekataios against local Attic
tradition, but Herodotos’ apparent preference for that local tradition
energizes his invective against this predecessor in geography and
genealogical chronology. Herodotos ridicules Hekataios” vain claim in
the Egyptian logos, in a mini-drama between the Milesian tourist and
Egyptian logioi (temple priests), that he had descended from a god after
only sixteen generations - not the Egyptians’ 345! The revisited incident
spotlights Hekataios’ naive grasp of chronology and his inability to

Mostly attempts at epic. See 2.116-20: udtaiov Adyov Aéyovot ol “EAAnveg; Lateiner 1989:
99-100, 106-7. While no booster for one community or alliance, Homer is Herodotos’
most frequent foil - since he was the historian’s pre-eminent predecessor and he wrote
the first extended war narrative.

See Lateiner 1989, ch. 4, ‘Disputation.’ Herodotos, however, praises Hekataios’ statecraft
(5.36.2,125).
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absorb unwelcome counter-evidence. Herodotos’ own process and
method in this invective establishes his superiority. His frequent explicit
admissions of ignorance, admiration for Egyptian record-keeping (2.3,
15.2, 19.1, 50.1, 77.1, 99.1, 143, etc.), and declarations of non liquet when
and where evidence fail* argue for better methods.

In a significant polemic, however, placed in an Attic context (6.121-
124; cf. supra), the investigator rebuts an enduring divisive invective
(diabole) that accuses the Alkmaionidai clan of raising a shield to signal
helpful information to the Persian invaders at Marathon. He counters the
libelous charge against the Alkmaionidai of having medized, betrayed
their city. This diabole,** a floating invective that accused the Alk-
maionidai of having conspired with the expelled Peisistratid Hippias®’
and his Persian puppeteers (6.121.1), strikes him as absurd. He entertains
‘an imaginary objection’ (dGAA& ydp - prolepsis, or prokatalepsis) and coun-
ters it, ‘on the contrary’, in good oratorical style.*® The hypothesis alleges
that dishonor by the polis drove the family to collaborate, to commit trea-
son against the Athenian democracy (6.124), but Herodotos answers that
no family was more esteemed or honored by the democracy
(Soxiuwtepot), so no logical argument supports blaming them for the un-
denied, hillside shield-flash above the battlefield plain of Marathon. The
polemic exhibits elements of the vocabulary and structures of contem-
porary Attic eristic and oratory, rhetorical moves that counter personal
invective, thus an anti-invective.

Herodotos later (7.139) endorses an opinion, abominated/invidi-
ous/offensive for most men, but he is compelled to deliver the truth
(Gvaykain é&épyopar yvounv anodéacbar Emipbovov pev mpdg T®OV

Dewald 2002 well analyzes this incident in which Hekataios comes off as naive, pompous,
and self-deluded.

Carey 2004: 8 observes that Rh. Al. 15.4 discusses how to rebut, rather than create, diabole
- just as Herodotos does here: 0®ua Gv pot kai o0 mposiepat Ty StaBoArv, TodToug ye
Gvadé€on domida.

This allegation is based in facts, as an archon list fragment mentioning Kleisthenes the
Alkmaionid proves, Meiggs & Lewis (Oxford 1969) Greek Historical Inscriptions no. 6, new
fgt.c.

Hornblower & Pelling 2017 ad loc. 124.1 cite Denniston 1966: 104, 475. Herodotos’ rejec-
tion of an enduring diabole evokes a ‘combative tone’ in this polemic. Readers confront
an anti-invective, indeed a eulogy of a generally anti-tyrannical clan.
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mAedvwv dvOpdnwv, Suws 8¢, T yé uor @aiverar eivar dAnbég, ovk
gmioxfow) to presumably non- and anti-Athenian audiences. He
implicitly accuses the Hellenes en masse of unjustified invective against
the Athenians that contradicts his better - and non self-inflating -
historical record of their actions in 480 BCE. He declares that the
Athenians’ actions saved Hellenic freedom when faced with Hellas’
critical moment choosing between autonomy and slavery. He addresses
present, panhellenic hostility to Athens, and vituperation of their
current, oppressive empire. He supports their claim to have been ‘the
saviors of Hellas’ (toU¢ owtfipag yevéoOar tf¢ EAAGd0g). They had
protected Hellenic autonomy, such as it was for various communities and
classes, when Xerxes decided to invade mainland Greece. Here, while he
implicitly sets aside later Athenian suppression of fellow Greeks’
autonomy, their later justified negative reputation as oppressors of
fellow Greeks is clear. Herodotos ends his entire narrative before the
Athenians begin openly to exploit former ‘allies’, although they still
chose to call them that.*” He knows that his anti-invective will arouse
hostility, because the Athenians’ empire surely did extract men, money
(league tribute), and local energies for their own benefit. It spawned
widespread hatred of the Athenian suppressors of local autonomy and
freedom (Thuc. 2.8.4). Cities incorporated willy-nilly into the ‘Delian
League’ over the next six decades resented increasing loss of autonomy
and forced participation in another city’s expansion. Those poleis who
still retained any autonomy or thought themselves ‘free’ poleis feared
subjection in the near future.” Thucydidean speakers in Mytilene, Sicily,

Herodotos’ accounts of Militiades and Themistokles’ aggressions against Paros and An-
dros (6.133-35, 8.111-12) herald implicit charges of Athenian oppression. Herodotos
pauses his own narrative (7.139) to rebut with discomfort this ubiquitous and substantial
contemporary invective against the Athenians.

Thucydides prefaces his war narrative by laying out the Athenian transformation of an
alliance of the willing into an empire, commencing from the end of Herodotos’
narrative. He surveys public opinion and its hostility to the Athenian imperial construct
in 431 BCE, aroused or fomented by Spartan propaganda, itself a form of state invective
(2.8). Many speeches delivered in various polis and league assemblies inveigh against, or
justify, the Athenians’ Empire. Thuc. 1.22.1 explicitly denies verbatim recollection or
transcripts but alleges substantial accuracy ‘gist’ for his version of actual speeches. Some
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or lonia hostile to this oppression inveigh against the personified ‘tyrant
city’, not against persons. Herodotos, before and during the
Peloponnesian War, responds to these invectives; his text praises the
Athenians’ sacrifices for Greek autonomy in the Persian Wars - including
abandoning their city and the Persian demolition of its holy shrines.”*
Attic comedy and oratory weave together slur-rich topoi for invec-
tive.”” They expatiate on non-citizen birth (such as slave or foreign par-
entage), non-aristocratic upbringing, poverty and/or banausic family
occupations (such as cobbler, ass-keeper, leatherworker, carpenter,
cook), physical defects (such as demeanor, deformities, disabilities), in-
tellectual defects (such as not bright enough, not educated or exercising
enough), and moral defects - degenerate sexual or family habits, lack of
patriotism or enemy sympathies, insufficient self-control, duplicity - be-
haviors commonly demonstrated by cowardice, bribe-taking, tax-dodg-
ing, hybris or pleonexia (Christ 2006; Fisher 1992; Balot 2005). Other topoi
leading to invective include failure in finance, embezzlement, tax-avoid-
ance (e.g., liturgies), military deficiencies (desertion, cowardice), politi-
cal activities (bribing or being bribed in state service), litigiousness, and

Thucydidean speeches - given at considerable distance from each other - respond to
each other in ways impossible to imagine in reality (e.g., before the battle of Naupaktos,
2.86-89*). The speakers who condemn Athenian imperialism (but not the Spartan vari-
ants of oppression) offer damning invectives - sustained condemnation of the morals
and policies of the ‘tyrant polis.” Consider the words of the Korinthians, Mytileneans,
even Perikles, (1.122.2-3,* 3.10-14%, 2.63,* etc.). This personification of a city as an op-
pressive, upstart autocrat (1.122.3%, 1.124.3%), even by its own politicos (2.63.2%, 3.37.2%,
6.83*, 85.1%), extends the idea of invective from persons to collectives.

Spartan Sthenelaidas nevertheless avers that if the Athenians will claim to have bene-
fited Hellas earlier, all the worse of them to tyrannize over Hellenes now (1.86.1%) - a
nice invective turn in which a plus becomes a minus.

Stiss 1910 listed chief Roman topoi (as Corbeill 2002 Englishes them): 1. servile heritage;
2. barbarian (non-Roman) background; 3. having a non-elite occupation; 4. thievery; 5.
non-standard sexual behavior; 6. estrangement from family and community; 7. melan-
choly disposition; 8. unusual appearance, clothing, or demeanor; 9. cowardice; 10. bank-
ruptcy.
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gender deviance (prostitution of self, overaged boy-chasing), and con-
tempt for Attic social norms.*® Even a man’s repeated misfortunes are al-
leged to prove the disfavor of the gods. Herodotos” invectives deploy
many such charges.”

Conclusions

The presentation of self among characters in Greek history and literature
focalizes dramatic interactions from Agamemnon and Odysseus to Jul-
ian.” Every person needs to maintain face and create sympathy for her-
or himself and distaste for immediate opponents - good will and bad will
- when s/he speaks before third-party audiences, whether a royal judge,
a law-court, an assembly of peers, casual acquaintances at a gym or din-
ing together, or meeting strangers on dark streets or returning by the
road from Delphi.

The creation of prejudice, negative characterization, or ‘spin’, as the
shady business of Public Relations now calls it, has ‘implicit ground rules’
in official and unofficial contexts (Cary 2004: 12). The practice was com-
mon in ancient Hellenic dicanic and symbouleutic oratory, even in epi-
deictic (Lys. 2.2, cited by Cary 2004: n. 3). Cary demonstrates that writers
on rhetoric - Aristotle, Anaximenes, and later professors - are thor-
oughly aware of diabole. The word denoted a way to ‘set at variance’ be-
fore it developed a bad reputation, to ‘slander’, ‘to speak falsely’, or ‘to

See Siiss 1910; Voegelin 1943; Usher 1999 (e.g. 227-29); Roisman 2005; Christ 1998 and
2006, etc.

E.g., Alkmaionid blood-guilt and curse, foreign relatives (5.71), Alkmaionid medizing
(6.124), the charges of imposter and tyrant laid against Dionysios of Phokaia (6.12), Hip-
pokleides’ lack of self-control in appetite and demeanor (6.127-29), Miltiades’ deception,
perhaps ‘bad advice’ or embezzlement (6.136: dndtn), Hellenic stupidity and incompe-
tence (Mardonios, 7.9%), Kleomenes’ questioning of his rival Demaratos’ royal, or even
legitimate, birth in order to depose him from Spartan kingship (6.61, 65). Demaratos’
Persian opponent inveighs against his alien race and his alleged traitorous sabotage of
his patron and savior, Xerxes (7.236%).

Akhilleus’ disregard of others’ good opinion marks his social isolation from his warrior
community, as his refusal to attend assemblies and remaining in his bivouac proxe-
mically expresses his geographical self-isolation.
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traduce.” The theorists never outright espouse it.>® Diabole constituted
the darkest technique of the dark art of rhetoric (paraphrasing Carey
2004: 9), a skill already sunk in bad repute in the fifth century because of
the sophists’ (such as Gorgias’) pride in eristics. It sank further in the
fourth century, after the rhetor of invective, Thrasymachus, made a
name in diabole and Plato’s Sokrates fashioned elenchic attacks on teach-
ers of rhetoric such as Gorgias, Protagoras, Lysias, and others.*’
Akhilleus® and Odysseus’ insults in disputation sanctified post-epical
Hellenic efforts to destroy one’s opponents’ words and character, but
Herodotos’ rhetoric reflects fifth-century developments in the
‘diabolical’ arts of invective - its scope, appropriate contexts,
vocabulary, and insidious tropes.

Appendix I: Kritias and Theramenes’ invectives

Xenophon (Hell. 2.3.23-56, written ca. 380 BCE) produced and showcased
the unexpectedly earliest (surviving) pair of Attic political invectives,
those of Kritias prosecuting Theramenes for ‘treason’ against the oligar-
chic Thirty, in a special session of their loyal boule (late autumn 404 BCE),
and the latter politician’s aggressive defense. Xenophon was likely ac-
quainted with older peers who had attended this pivotal session, some
‘moderate’ sympathizers participating in the revolutionary oligarchical
regime, citizens who shared anti-democratic and pro-Theramenes,
vaguely patrios politeia policies.” Theramenes was first subjected to a
campaign of private, one-on-one repeated invective (idig d1€BaAlov),
designed to soften up bouleutai sympathetic or otherwise. Subsequently,

Cicero considers invective to provide a useful tool to maintain the civic order. See Cor-
beill (2002: 197, 209, 218).

Phdr. 267c-d: allegedly Thrasymachos was SiaPdAAerv te kai dnoAdcacBar drafoldg
00evdn kpdTioTo.

Achilleus’ brazen insults against the Commander-in-Chief Agamemnon in Iliad 1 (122-
231, e.g., @Llokteavitate MAVTWY, AGveldein €mewévn, kuvdme, K.TA., cf. €neowy
oveidioov, Athene’s permission, and 304: the narrator describes their face-to-face verbal
wrangling) develops into his massive verbal demolition of the Argive’s sneaky and
greedy - ignoble - character in Iliad 9 (308-429).

See Usher 1968: 128, 134-35.
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Kritias convened the body and brought in young men with (poorly)
concealed daggers. Athenians remembered the similar build-up to the
Four Hundred’s terror-regime take-over in 411 BCE (Thuc. 8.69.4).
Kritias’ speech (24-34), as Xenophon presents it, features many frequent
topoi of earlier and subsequent character assassination. He mentions
Theramenes’ factional and class disloyalty, his scoundrel nature
(tovnpdg),* his primary dedication to self-preservation, and thus his
fickle, undependable personality (edpetdPfolrog), and consequent
nickname of side-switching ‘Slipper’ (k60opvoc). Besides name-calling,
Kritias alleges his treasonable acts of 411 BCE and a traitorous psychic
nature (@Uoel mpoddtng é€otiv). He claims that Theramenes was
responsible for the most deaths of both aristocrats and democrats, when
he brought about the demise of the Four Hundred later in 411 BCE and
failed to save drowning sailors after the battle of Arginusai in 406 BCE
(Hell. 1.6.22-35). Neither honor nor friendship motivates Theramenes but
greedy self-advantage (mAeovekteiv), so he has plotted against the
oligarchical government. His execution will usefully discourage
democratic opponents. Kritias has attacked Theramenes’ words and
deeds, his nature, intentions, and associations.

Theramenes defends himself - his entire career - and counter-accuses
(35-49) Kritias. He throws back at him many of the same invective topoi.
Kritias was unpatriotically absent from Athens at the time of the
Arginusai disaster, in fact far off in Thessaly working to arm the penestai
for a people’s revolt and to install a democratic regime.®!

He accuses Kritias of having diverged from good oligarchic policy
when he started arresting and executing the kaloi kdyafoi - innocent,
rich men and true, sympathetic to the regime like Leon, Nikeratos, and a

An oligarchic derogatory catchword for clever demagogues, an Aristophanic word of
grudging admiration for oppressed ‘little guys’ who manage to overcome powerful
opponents and institutions. David (2014) dissects the Four Hundred’s euphemistic
charades (411 BCE). The Thirty reprised their propaganda in 404 BCE with a thinner
veneer of truth.

Poor and landless native non-citizens tied to the farms of noblemen. Cf. Philostratos VS
1.16, 502: Kritias attacked democracy and the Athenians, inveighing against them
(Sraparrwv).
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trierarch named Antiphon.® Such executions and confiscations made
well-off sympathizers suspicious or hostile to the imposed oligarchy. The
Thirty also arrested and executed metics for their portable wealth,
confiscated the arms of the plethos (people), and brought in a force of
foreign (Peloponnesian) mercenaries to garrison the occupied polis.
Kritias and his henchmen exiled some of the so-called ‘good men’ and
drove many others, even respectable members of to plethos, to leave
Attica. Some of them now serve as leaders of the democratic guerilla
forces attacking the regime of the Thirty, such as Thrasyboulos and
Anytos.*”

The invective climaxes: Kritias’ policies and acts please neither
democrats nor oligarchs. ‘You were the fiercest enemy of the people in
the democracy and now in our oligarchy you have become the fiercest
enemy of the “best citizens” (uioodnudtarog and pwicoxpnotdrarog).®
Kritias’ goal is to establish a tyranny of the few, not Theramenes’
oligarchy, a regime ruled by the ‘good men’, meaning, as he specifies, the
cavalry and (some of) the hoplites.

Facts, at least as Xenophon presents them, favor Theramenes’ defense
speech even in a biased, one-off courtroom, the boule constituted by the
Thirty. Xenophon records a thorubos, commotion or uproar, supporting
Theramenes’ case, flagging it as the more persuasive invective argument
(50-56). Kritias had to improvise a way to success without polling the de
facto jurors. He erased his opponent from the catalogue of the 3,000

Not to be confused with the long dead, oratorically gifted oligarch of the same name
(Thuc. 8.68, 90).

Xenophon (Hell. 2.3.42) and the even more apologetic (because originating in apologetics
of the Thirty) Aristotelian Ath. Pol. (37.1) disagree on the sequence of Theramenes’ judi-
cial execution and Thrasyboulos’ gathering of opposition forces at Phyle; cf. Rhodes
(1981/1993) 415-22.

Hell. 2.3.47. Perhaps these antithetical terms were once coined as catchwords in positive
uses, ‘enemies of the mob’, and ‘enemies of so-called “Best Men”.’ Kritias is condemned
here in the adjectives’ superlative forms in a balanced, oxymoronic piece of invective.
Aristophanes’ characters use the former term in pro-Kleon contexts (Wasps 474 and Geor-
goi (424-422 BCE) fr. 108 [Athen. 3.75a = Aristophanes Fragments (Loeb) fr. 110, OCT fr. 108,
Kassel-Austin 108). G. Hermann had cleverly conjectured misodemos at Wasps 410 for
misopolis. The orators also flourish this compound word (Opelt 1992): And. 4.16, Isoc.
4,151, Aeschin. 2.171.
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(citizens), a tawdry preliminary necessary to condemn him to death.
Springing to the Council’s hearth, Theramenes the suppliant called on
his fellow assembled oligarchs to reject this unilateral, pseudo-lawful,
literal erasure of his name. The boule members kept quiet when they saw
the room ringed by the troops and dagger-men of the Thirty. The Eleven,
Athens’ de facto police-force, dragged Theramenes out for execution by
hemlock, then frog-marched him through the agora screaming against
the outrage to law and his person (Hell. 2.3.55). But no cowed councilman
dared to object.

Both parties, when they delivered these damning invectives, stress, as
later Attic invective does, disloyalty to faction and the polis, and a
character rotten to the core. Both mention undependable politics and
ideologically suspect activities. They recall imprudent policies that had
aided the regime’s natural enemies and created new ones. Each accuses
the other of greed and self-interest. Each demonstrates the dishonorable
nature of his opponent. Kritias, however, had prepared his thugs, if
invective alone could not win sufficient votes, as it did not.

In fifth-century Athens, anger and related strong emotions were
suitable for jurymen or assemblymen to feel, but not for mild-mannered
prosecutors or defendants to arrogate for themselves (Harris 2017: 236).
Economic and social stresses of the later fourth century, and the rise of
Macedon exacerbated kakologia. They legitimated Demosthenes,
Aischines, Deinarchos, and others’ virulent abuse in the Pnyx assembly
and courtroom spaces. Invective lost its legitimacy and academic
approval when democracy became only a name and by the time someone
penned the late fourth-century Rhetorica ad Alexandrum ([Arist.] 1421b9,
b25, b38; cf. Ad Herenn. 3.15). Subsequently, the Hellenistic despots little
needed any pungent rhetoric to enforce their will. Although t6 Pektikdv
(see citation above, < Pdyog) became one of seven academic elements
(101) of symbouleutic and dicanic oratory, the handbooks counsel that
it would be imprudent to resort to it. It detracts from creditable qualities
and amplifies discreditable characteristics. Quintilian (see below)
writing in an autocracy and often for school exercises reflects this later
negative attitude towards invective. Powell (2007) argues that Cicero
himself in the republic disapproved of invective practices. But
disapproval does not equal dispensible.
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Appendix 2: Roman invective: Limited or ubiquitous?

Students consider invective more a Roman habit and genre than Greek.
The anonymous Rhetorica ad Herrenium (3.14-15), contemporary with
Cicero and preserved among his works, defines vituperatio as censure, the
converse of laus. The object of attack uniquely lacks self-control, presents
serious defects of character (vitia), contrary to the cardinal virtues. He
behaves iniuste, immodeste, ignave, stulte. ].G.F. Powell (2007), however, in
a radical response to the opinio communis argues that invective was not a
genre at all. Cicero has no word for extended and public open enmity in
formal speech, whatever vituperation he spoke or wrote against Catilina,
Clodius, Vatinius, Piso, and Antony. The word invectio itself has no lemma
in the Oxford Latin Dictionary (1982). Lewis & Short’s Latin Dictionary (1879)
provides no earlier citation than fourth-century Ammianus (21.10.7,
22.14.2, 28.1.20) and fifth-century Fulgentius (Myth. 1.15). Powell’s
opening chapter in Cicero on the Attack questions the basis, evidence, and
arguments of the book’s other chapters. The remaining authors also
barely reference the Catilinarians.

Powell defines invective narrowly. Others cast a wider net for public
declarations of enmity and direct attacks on persons, presenting targets
as unprecedentedly foul in body, mind, and policies. Powell (2007: 1)
rightly asked almost two decades ago: ‘What exactly is invective ... 7’
Cicero had no word for it; invehi the verb from which it is derived means,
before metaphorical accretions, ‘to ride in to attack’ against both persons
and causes. Powell questioned the category altogether, and wished to
limit the term, if at all useful, to direct personal attacks - and those not
subtle or gentle ridicule but declarations of open emnity. He thus
excluded (to reviewers’ disbelief) Cicero’s First Catilinarian, because the
senatorial speech denounced a plot without describing Catilina’s person
(2). Vituperation, Powell argues (4-5), is rarer in Latin oratory than
scholars commonly claim, although he acknowledges, reading Quintilian
(Inst. 3.7.19-25), that the speeches against Piso, Clodius, and Curio contain
severe criticisms of those persons, Cicero’s competitors. How
exceptional were these invective-filled speeches?® The evidence from

Nisbet 1961 cites Cic. De or. 2.240 discussing mendaciuncula. The Pro Cluentio’s attack on
Sassia, the mother of the defendant, pulls no punches (see 17-18, 188, 192-94, 199).
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other Roman orators, needed to decide, is now unavailable (10). Cicero
may have been sui generis, offering much or little abuse of persons. The
theorist decries the practice of invective, except as a threat (6), but no
mentor would advise otherwise. In calmer, philosophical prose, Cicero
(De or. 2.304) acknowledges that anger (iracundia) may harm an
advocate’s case. Better to maintain self-control (cf. Pro Tull. 51). However,
the active advocate frequently deploys insults, maledicta (e.g., Cael. 6).
Although such denigrating tactics do not themselves win legal disputes,
Powell’s dismissive position for Ciceronian invective seems extreme:
absence of evidence does not constitute evidence of absence. Cicero’s
enemies smeared him with the unflattering epithet consularis scurra
(Macr. Sat. 2.1.2, ‘buffoon consul’) after his vicious cross-examination of
Vatinius, because, Powell improbably argues, its scurrility was atypical
rather than unexpected from a litigator (12).

Quintilian, one hundred-fifty years later, alleges that only inferior
advocates sink to convicia (Inst. 12.9.8-9). The client may pay twice by
losing after securing an over aggressive attorney. Insults differ, however,
from invective, as we saw above, and Quintilian was tutoring students
aiming at success under despot Domitian. The rules of lawsuit advocacy
had changed. Invective demonstrated anger and displayed hostility and
courage to threatening high-stakes competitors in republican Rome.
Then, pursuit of personal grudges was legitimate, indeed expected and
required of public figures, and invective in poets and pleaders served to
advance one’s standing.*

I thank Andreas Serafim, Rafat Toczko, and the Nicolaus Copernicus University for invit-
ing me to present this paper in a series of lectures on invective, first delivered remotely.
Professors Daniel Levine and Jeff Rusten provided me with essential bibliographic assis-
tance.
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INVECTIVE IN GREEK TRAGEDY:
A MEANS OF RELEASING
OR ESCALATING TENSIONS?

By Hanna M. Roisman

Summary: This paper assesses the impact of invective in extant Greek tragedy, includ-
ing its effects on the emotional status of both the speaker and the recipient, as well as
on plot development. After presenting definitions of invective in general and in tragedy
in particular, case studies of the use of various types of invective in Euripides’ Androma-
che and in twelve other tragedies are analyzed. The intention behind the invective is
shown to be to belittle, shame, or otherwise harm the target of the invective. The factors
affecting the emotional impact of this invective are discussed giving examples from ex-
tant tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. After this exploration of invective
scenes in tragedy their roles are considered. The invective scenes are shown to enhance
the audience experience of the tragedies by heightening plot tension, while also inten-
sifying sympathy with those powerless characters who suffer verbal abuse and therefore
contributing to the experience of catharsis.

Introduction: Definition of Invective in Tragedy

Invective is widely understood as the use of rude, abusive expressions
with the intention to hurt, shame, humiliate, belittle, or exclude the in-
terlocutor, or a third party not necessarily present, often including some
kind of character assassination.' As such, invective has apparently been

1 For some definitions of invective, for example: ‘criticism that is very forceful, un-
kind, and often rude’ (Cambridge Dictionary); or as ‘a form of rude expression or dis-
course intended to offend or hurt’; or as ‘a denunciatory or abusive expression or
discourse’ (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language), see Papaioannou
& Serafim 2021: 1-2. It is important to note that the element of comedy associated
with invective in drama is not necessarily included in these definitions, leaving room
for a more appropriate definition of invective in drama to be made.

Hanna M. Roisman: ‘Invective in Greek Tragedy: A Means of Releasing or Escalating Ten-
sions?” C&M Supplementum 3 (2025) 35-79.
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part of human communication from the dawn of civilization.” It may be
considered similar to verbal abuse, but in addition to often including
public denunciation, it also requires some rhetorical skill, suggesting
that simple insults might not qualify.

In recent years the skyrocketing use of invective in social media has
led to increasing academic attention. In their discussions of invective
and invectivity, Ellerbrock et al. (2017) examine invective as aspects of
communication intended to disparage, harm, or exclude.’ The concept of
Face Threatening Acts (FTAs) developed with Brown & Levinson’s (1987)
Politeness Theory,* along with Culpeper’s Theory of Impoliteness,” has
also been used in theoretical discussions of invective as well as in the
analysis of Greek tragedy.’

Any definition of ‘invective in tragedy’ must also relate to the cus-
tom/norm, nomos, of the time, with an emphasis on ‘saving face’ found
both in the world depicted in tragedy and in fifth-century Athenian so-
ciety. This necessitates recognition of the status of the two parties in-
volved in invective, with expected styles of address changing according
to context. Indeed, it is important to remember that the emotional im-
pact of verbal communications, written or spoken, depends on several
variables. These include the societal norms impacting on the interpreta-
tion of language and on expected behaviors; the relationship between
the addressor and addressee, including the relative status of the two; the
actual intent of the speaker with respect to inciting violence, insulting
the addressee or dissipating tension; the way the context of previous
events impacts interpretation; the capacity of the particular speech act
to bring about an action (i.e., performativity), and finally the presence of
third parties serving as an audience.

2 For the examples of invective recorded in ancient cuneiform tablets that follow in
the text, and others, see: Noegel 2021: 101; D’Agostino 1998: 273-78; Matuszak 2014:
359-70; Lion & Michel 2016.

Ellerbrock 2017.

Brown & Levinson 1987: 25, 61-83.

Culpeper 2011.

See, for example, Battezzato 2021.

N U W



INVECTIVE IN GREEK TRAGEDY 37

Invective speech may be defined as that which, while “having regard
to the mores and ethical preconceptions of a given society, sets out pub-
licly to denigrate a named individual. Its concrete manifestations are
Aowdopla, dverdog, kaknyopia, Poyog, and vituperatio, all terms signifying
abuse.”” In classical invective literature, the target of invective is at-
tacked for a variety of specific reasons, even if they do not actually apply.
These may include: lowly birth, such as being born to a slave; poor up-
bringing, due to an ‘unfit’ mother; a simple, non-‘noble’ occupation;
moral defects such as cowardice or greed; foreign origin; physical short-
comings (such as being short, lame, or ugly); bad fortune; peculiar attire
and strange habits; old or young age. All of these are common targets of
invective.® Invective often includes a form of dark humor, matching the
advice found later in Rhetorica ad Alexandrum (1441b23-26):

And in abuse speeches one should use irony and laugh at one’s oppo-
nent on the points that he prides himself on, and in private with few
present, seek to humiliate him; but in crowded settings one should
rather abuse him with the standard accusations: one should augment
and diminish one’s abusive remarks in the same way as with eulogies.
(after Rackham 1937)

In ancient Greek and Roman society, it is possible that invectives were
intended to isolate, publicly denounce, or shame a person who may have
breached societal norms, and so played a regulatory function, control-
ling behavior. Greek and Roman oratory is saturated with invective,
strongly associated with the elements of comedy, satire, or farce nor-
mally found in various literary genres.” The comic aspects of invective
are discussed at length by Papaioannou & Serafim (2021), who explain
the ways that comedy can be associated with attack.” Early examples of

7 Watson 2015. For oratorical terms for invective, see Kamen 2020: 62-64.

8 For specific common topoi of invective in comedy, see Kamen 2020: 42-52; for those
in orators see 68-81.

9 See also for example Booth 2007: ix-xiv.

10 Papaioannou & Serafim, 2021: 2. The authors argue that despite the aggressive na-
ture of invective, from antiquity to modern times, invective has been associated with
humor.
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invective literature are found in the iambic poems of Archilochus (ca.
680-ca. 645 BCE) and Hipponax (541-487 BCE). In tragedy, as in human
society throughout history, invective is used to disparage, harm, or ex-
clude."

The definition of invective in tragedy that will form the basis of the
following discussions is:

Any pronouncement that includes an outpouring of insults, inappro-
priate to the relationship between the two parties, made with the in-
tent to damage the reputation of, or cause shame to, or to undermine,
or to belittle, or in any other way emotionally wound the addressee.
Invective may occur in the form of extensive speeches, as found in an
agon, or in shorter addresses such as in stichomythia, or both. The in-
sults may be hurtful either because they are unsubstantiated, or be-
cause of their incisive accuracy. The effect of any invective act on its
recipient depends on its emotional impact. While invective may
weaponize words, giving them some of the power of physical vio-
lence, and may incite actual physical violence, conversely it may lead
to a dissipation of tension, with the verbal altercation sufficing, some-
times through dark humor, to resolve the issue. It usually serves a
particular purpose within a play: it may be used as a means of charac-
terization; it may heighten or resolve plot tension; it may advance or
change the direction of plot action, for example when in cases of ex-
treme anger, a curse may be invoked, directly or indirectly causing
death or mutilation, or when a person is exiled or punished in some
other way. Lastly, invective may add to the entertainment value of
the tragedy, through its rich language and imagery.

While the subject matter covered in the tragedies usually focusses on
royal families of a semi-mythical heroic age, the plays do not describe
heroic actions in wars, but rather the human suffering of kings, queens,
warriors, heroes, and their families. This may have helped the audiences
to identify with the characters, but many of the situations would still be
somewhat removed from their realm of experience. The poetic language
of the playwrights may have inspired audiences and filled them with

11 Ellerbrock 2017.
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awe, while also maintaining a certain emotional distance. The charac-
ters’ use of invective might have broken down some of these barriers,
making them more ‘human’ and relatable. Spectators would very likely
have experienced emotional outbursts themselves or witnessed invec-
tive-filled rhetoric in the courts or political assemblies of the day.

The way in which invective is used to enhance audience empathy
with, or adverse reaction to, different characters is discussed in the pre-
sent chapter. Either way, the strong language of invective, often includ-
ing exaggerated descriptions or graphic imagery, would have held the
attention of the audience, either by entertaining them or adding to the
plot tension. In some cases, the use of invective might have heightened
audience empathy with a character, while in other cases it might have
alienated them. The use of invective in tragedy as elsewhere is not lim-
ited by gender, physical strength, age, or political power. When invective
is delivered by someone in authority, there is added tension, due to the
individual’s ability to turn verbal threats into physical force. As people
often pity those with less power, the bullying aspect of invective used by
those in power might have added a negative element to their character-
ization and increased the audience’s empathy with the character on the
receiving end. For example, the invectives used by Agamemnon and
Menelaus against Teucer in Ajax, when they deride his lowly birth in an
attempt to silence him, disgraces the speakers rather than the target of
the invective. However, those invectives spoken by characters with
lower status to those who hold power over them (for example: The Cho-
rus to Aegisthus; Antigone to Creon; Andromache to Menelaus; Medea to
Jason and, later, Jason to Medea) create a more positive characterization,
leading to greater audience sympathy.

However, this is not completely straightforward. While individuals of
lower status, addressing those who hold power over them, need courage
to speak out in the face of adversity, the choice to use invective involves
selecting a particularly aggressive style. Courage could be expressed in
other ways. For example, when the young maidens Iphigenia and Polyx-
ena agree to go to their deaths without protest, they are showing ex-
treme courage in facing a fate that they have no power to change. They
do not, however, use invective. Their speeches are instead characterized
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by nobility of spirit.”” In contrast to these heroines, Antigone defying
Creon and Andromache fighting Menelaus exhibit courage, but they also
do not shy away from attacking their adversaries, and using insulting
language, in an attempt to belittle and shame them. These feisty young
women might have intimidated some members of the audiences, but
would have impressed many others, gaining great sympathy. Being emo-
tionally invested in the characters, the audience would feel the plot ten-
sion to a higher degree and feel more relief or despair as the plots pro-
gressed, depending upon the characters’ fates. Even the Chorus in Aga-
memnon, who seemed particularly obtuse throughout the play, would
have gained audience sympathy upon their belated awakening and will-
ingness to take on Aegisthus verbally and potentially physically. Philoc-
tetes’ invectives against Neoptolemus and Odysseus may have under-
lined his desperation, as well as preparing the audience for his eventual
attempted attack on Odysseus. This would have raised plot tension and
made the audience more invested in the action. In a genre written to be
performed at competitive festivals, invective may have been a useful tool
for the dramatists. The greater degree of audience emotional involve-
ment with, and response to, the characters would have created greater
enjoyment of the play. The effect of invective on the audience would
have been enhanced by the playwrights’ skills in portraying true-to-life
characters in dramatic situations abounding with passions rising to fever
pitch, including fear, anger, hatred, outrage, jealousy, and anguish.
While some invective in tragedy does include comic overtones, in other
places the use of invective is found in tense moments of great pathos.

The appearance of invective in scenes from Euripides’ Andromache
(147-765) along with those occurring in twelve other Greek tragedies, by
Aeschylus (Agamemnon 1612-53, 1662-71; Eumenides 179-231); Sophocles
(Antigone 450-581, 724-65; Ajax 103, 112-13, 719-32, 1008-20, 1047-1315;
Electra 289-98, 516-633; Oedipus the King 316-462, 532-630, 1063-64; and
Philoctetes 927-62, 986-1003, 1281-86); and Euripides (Alcestis 629-740; Hec-
uba 1132-1284; Hippolytus 616-68, 885-98, 916-1035; Medea 465-519, 1323-
50; and Trojan Women 969-1032) will be discussed below.

12 See, for example, the discussion in Roisman 2021: 111-16, 171-73.
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Overview of Invective in Euripides’ Andromache
and Other Fifth-Century Tragedies

The main body of this study will consider the use of invective by Aeschy-
lus, Sophocles, and Euripides in their tragedies while exploring the con-
texts and roles of invective, and in particular trying to understand
whether invective takes the place of physical violence. The study starts
with Euripides’ Andromache, which includes three scenes of invective, in-
volving four characters: Menelaus and Hermione versus Andromache
and Peleus. These are the scenes most scholars agree are examples of in-
vective in extant Greek tragedy. In all cases both sides insult each other,
as opposed to one side insulting and the other defending his/her acts.
The exchange of insults is followed by one of the acts of violence allowed
on the Greek stage as it does not involve striking or killing, that is, bind-
ing. Euripides has gifted Andromache with a sharp wit and with the abil-
ity to hold her own rhetorically with her sparring partners. Androma-
che’s masterful rhetoric stands out clearly in the invective scenes with
both Hermione and Menelaus. While never starting the abuse, she stands
her ground and answers every insult thrown at her with calm logic,
never giving in or imploring.

The invective scenes in Andromache display almost all the character-
istics that this rhetorical trope entails in extant Greek tragedy. The
scenes raise the tension in the play, and thus in a round-about way con-
tribute to the spectators’ catharsis when the tension is finally released.
They serve as characterization tools, and they comment on a political
agenda as well as on social mores. They also contain a humorous touch
that denigrates the opponent. The encounter between Andromache and
Hermione as well as that between Andromache and Menelaus both pre-
sent Andromache’s dire situation: Hermione and Menelaus plan to kill
her and her son. The plot tension focuses on the threat to the mother
and son. Will Molossus’ fate be like that of her older son, Astyanax, who
was thrown from the ramparts of Troy? How can Andromache prevent
such an outcome? Would Neoptolemus or Peleus arrive in time to save
them? The situation of Andromache hiding at the shrine of Thetis while
awaiting rescue easily arouses pity and fear, emotions that Aristotle
thought the most fitting to be cleansed of if possible (Poetics 1449b21-28).
The same is true of the encounter between Peleus and Menelaus. The two
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noblemen, one a former warrior at Troy, the other Achilles’ formidable
father, most probably arriving with a warlike retinue, face each other
over the fate of Andromache. Who will win?

The Plot Contexts of Invective

i) Plot Contexts in Andromache

The immediate context of the first scene of invective (147-273) is that
Andromache, fearing death at the hands of Neoptolemus’ wife Hermione
and Hermione’s father Menelaus, has taken refuge as a suppliant at The-
tis’s altar in Phthia, near the palace of Neoptolemus. Taken as a concu-
bine by Neoptolemus after the sack of Troy, Andromache has borne him
a son, Molossus (whose name is not mentioned in the play). Neoptole-
mus' subsequent marriage to Hermione remains childless. Although at
this point he has cast Andromache out of his bed, the enraged Hermione
believes that her childlessness has been caused by Andromache’s use of
drugs to poison her womb. Hermione has threatened to kill Andromache,
and at this moment Neoptolemus is absent and Menelaus has come to
visit his daughter. Andromache fears that he will kill Molossus also, and
indeed Menelaus has found the boy in spite of Andromache’s attempts to
hide him. Upon her entrance Hermione attacks Andromache with bitter
invective.

In the second invective scene, between Andromache and Menelaus
(309-544), the context is a highly wrought, tension-filled scene, after
Menelaus has brought in the little boy. The Chorus have just finished de-
scribing the terrible losses that the Trojan war caused, setting the scene
for what may turn out to be ongoing violence resulting from the war.

The third scene involving invective takes place when Peleus arrives,
having been summoned by Andromache’s handmaiden (547-765). Seeing
Andromache and Molossus, his great-grandson, bound in ropes, he ig-
nores Menelaus and asks Andromache on what charges these men have
bound the two. His arrival prevents any further violent acts by Menelaus
or Hermione, but his question highlights Menelaus' cruelty. The binding
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of the mother and son is underscored when Peleus himself unties them.**
He taunts Menelaus by saying:

So badly, scoundrel, have you mutilated her wrists?

Did you think it was an ox or a lion that you were knotting tight?
Or were you afraid that she would take a sword and defend
herself against you? (719-22, Lloyd 1994)

ii) Plot Contexts in the Other Tragedies

In Agamemnon there is an invective scene between the Chorus and Aegis-
thus at the very end of the play. The main drama has already taken place,
with Clytemnestra having successfully lured her husband into the pal-
ace, where she murders both him and Cassandra. However, as would be
expected, the murder of the King and his concubine has left the polis,
represented by the Chorus, reverberating with a new kind of tension.
Throughout the play the elderly Chorus were in a kind of stupor, never
fully understanding what was taking place around them." Now they are
finally on the verge of taking action. Confronted with Aegisthus’ self-sat-
isfied gloating, after allowing a woman to carry out a murder for him, the
Chorus finally seem to boil over. Clytemnestra intervenes to prevent ac-
tual physical violence (1654-61, 1672-73). The arrival of Peleus in Andro-
mache has a similar effect in preventing violence against Andromache
and Molossus.

In Eumenides, the Furies seek to punish Orestes, effectively carrying
out their role of hunting matricides. They have arrived at the sanctuary
of Apollo, who tries to evict them. Apollo may, to some extent, have been
involved in prompting Orestes to commit matricide, but the argument
between the two sides relates to their conflicting positions: their alter-
cation is secondary to the main plot. The audience would be focused on
whether Orestes will be found guilty and condemned to death. Apollo’s
invective against the Erinyes describes them as horrid in appearance, un-
derlining the nature of Orestes' suffering when pursued and maddened
by them.

13 Sommerstein 2010: 30-46.
14 See discussion in Roisman 2021: 21-22.
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The context for all of the invectives in Ajax is Ajax’s threefold humili-
ation: at not having been awarded the arms of Achilles in the first place;
at being prevented by Athena from murdering the Atreidae and Odys-
seus; and at having become a laughing-stock, since with his senses be-
fuddled, he slaughtered the Greek army’s flocks instead of their leaders
and soldiers. The plot tension relates first to whether his friends and
family can convince Ajax not to kill himself, which is the only course of
action he sees possible in his deep humiliation. There are unusual inci-
dents of reported invective in the play, following the entry of Teucer,
who arrives in time to hear the Greek soldiers castigating his brother’s
name, but not in time to prevent Ajax from taking his own life. Teucer
describes the biting invective he imagines he would receive from his fa-
ther for not saving his brother. In this graphic scene Ajax would have
been covered with blood, initially from the murder of the flocks, and
then from falling on his sword.

After Ajax’s death the tension relates to the Atreidae’s attempt to pre-
vent Teucer from burying his brother. As we will see in Antigone, at-
tempting to disrupt proper burial rites brings emotions to a fever pitch.
As in Andromache, and several of the plays yet to be described, it is the
arrival of a third party, this time Odysseus, that brings the exchange of
invective to a halt. Odysseus’ words defuse the situation, allowing the
burial to take place.

In Oedipus the King, when the polis is suffering from a plague, Oedipus
curses the person responsible, not realizing he is cursing himself. He
hurls abuse at the seer Teiresias, who refuses to explain the situation to
the King. The invective is performative, in that Oedipus, on realizing the
full implications of his true identity, gouges out his own eyes. Unlike in
Andromache, the invective does not replace actual violence. The gouging
of the eyes is described in graphic terms.

In Antigone, the invectives add to the plot tension throughout the play.
Antigone is determined to bury her brother Polyneices, and Creon is
equally determined to prevent the burial. The invectives continue to
stoke the tensions, which reach a fever pitch culminating in the deaths
of Antigone, Haemon, and Eurydice.

In Sophocles’ Electra, Electra’s report to the Chorus of the harsh lan-
guage her mother uses against her depicts the ongoing interactions of
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mother and daughter years after the murder of Agamemnon. This report
sets the scene for the rest of the play, giving the audience the chance to
decide how they feel about the two women.

In Philoctetes, the invectives addressed by Philoctetes to Neoptolemus
and Odysseus portray his plight, and his anger at being abandoned on an
island by his fellow Greek warriors, due to a foul-smelling snakebite on
his foot. The invective informs the audience of the man’s hatred for his
former colleague Odysseus and his desperation. The three men should
have been fighting alongside each other, not attacking each other.

In Alcestis the invective is not really a major part of the drama, but
serves to characterize Admetus and his father Pheres, rather than to ad-
vance the plot. Alcestis herself, who agreed to die in place of her husband
Admetus, is allegedly already on her way to Hades. At this point in the
play, there is no indication that Heracles will fight Death, and bring her
back. The scene serves as an interval between the first half of the play, in
which the tension builds up before Alcestis’ death, and the second half of
the play when she is brought back. The invective scene is somewhat ri-
diculous, with Admetus, who is in fact guilty of causing Alcestis’ death,
blaming his father for not having saved her by volunteering to die him-
self.

Medea is an exceptionally violent play, with Medea killing the Princess
and indirectly her father, King Creon, and then stabbing her own two
children to death. The contexts to the invectives are Jason’s decisions to
marry King Creon’s daughter, with Medea and her sons facing exile as a
result, and Medea’s punitive actions. The invectives characterize Medea
and Jason, as their positions are reversed, taking place before and after
the off-stage murders occur. Jason was metaphorically flying high, about
to marry the Princess, before she is murdered - Medea is literally flying
high in her grandfather’s chariot as the play ends. Although she has
killed her sons, everything is done on her terms. With the play’s intense
bitterness, desperation, and hatred expressed along with the violent in-
tentions, the general tone of the invective here is perhaps more reminis-
cent of Sophocles’ Philoctetes than of Euripides’ own Andromache. While
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the eponymous heroines of both Andromache and Medea survive, Andro-
mache, who saves her son, is a real heroine; Medea is a much more prob-
lematic character.”

In Hippolytus, the characters seem doomed before the start of the ac-
tion, with Phaedra craving sexual intercourse with her stepson Hippoly-
tus. On being found out, her obsession with the necessity to die out of
shame and her determination that Hippolytus should suffer mortal con-
sequences, vie with the intensity of her sexual obsession. In Hippolytus
words have real power. Hippolytus’ spoken invective causes the death of
Phaedra, as surely as Phaedra’s written note causes the death of Hippol-
ytus. Theseus’ invective against his son includes a curse that brings about
Hippolytus’ death. The invectives both characterize the speakers and
also have a concrete role in the plots.

In Hecuba, after the old queen has lost everything, she finally takes
revenge on Polymestor, murdering his sons and blinding him, as he mur-
dered Polydorus, her youngest son. Polymestor’s invective tells the story
of what Hecuba did; his description of what will happen to her foretells
the culminating disaster of the former queen’s tragic life. Hecuba in turn
tears to pieces Polymestor’s claims of wishing to help the Argives. Her
horrid future, as Polymestor depicts it, has no effect on the desperate old
queen. Meanwhile, the audience await the decision Agamemnon will
make about the two combatants.

In Trojan Women, Hecuba’s invective against Helen is part of the agon
between the two women, which occurs after the brutal murder of Astya-
nax, Hecuba’s grandson. His mother Andromache has been given to Ne-
optolemus as a captive concubine, and Cassandra has been allotted to
Agamemnon. The tension that remains for the spectators is whether or
not Hecuba will convince Menelaus to kill his wayward wife. Menelaus
tells Helen that no decision has been made as to whether she lives or dies,
but that the army has entrusted the decision to him (901-2). But in 905
he declares that he intends to kill her. Hecuba convinces Menelaus to let
Helen then speak in her defense, promising to counter every claim she
presents in her favor. Helen presents her case, claiming she is innocent

15 See discussion in Roisman 2014b.
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(914-65). Hecuba’s entire speech not only rebuts all of Helen’s claims (ex-
cept for her first one),'® but also condemns every aspect of Helen’s be-
havior and personality. Hecuba herself has no power over Helen, but she
might hope that by winning the agon she can convince Menelaus or the
army to punish her. Nevertheless, Hecuba is acutely aware that whatever
she says, in all likelihood Menelaus will quickly be bewitched by Helen’s
beauty, which she is showing off to the best possible effect in her finery.

Hecuba’s invective against Helen may, at least to some extent, simply
be for Hecuba’s own benefit. Hecuba is taking full advantage of this op-
portunity to condemn Helen in return for what Hecuba herself has suf-
fered. Does this provide any catharsis for Hecuba? There may be some
satisfaction to the person who loses everything in life to have at least the
power of speech remain for them. This happens also for Polymestor at
the end of Hecuba.

Factors Affecting the Emotional
Impact of Invective in Tragedy

i) The Balance of Power Between the Speaker and the Person Spoken To

In Euripides’ play Andromache, the first invective scene occurs between
Andromache and Hermione, and it is evident in her speech that Hermi-
one, as Neoptolemus’ lawful wife, holds tangible power over Androma-
che (155-80). However, as the mother of Neoptolemus’ only son, Andro-
mache’s status differs from that of the other household slaves and serv-
ants." It is possible that she draws strength from this, and that her pow-
erful rhetoric is not only related to her character, but also to her belief
that when Neoptolemus returns, he will support her (183-231). Her main

16 Helen’s first point that Hecuba and Priam are responsible for what happened to her
because of giving life to Paris and not making sure that the baby is dead, was dealt
with in the first part of the trilogy, which includes the human factors of compassion
that Helen chooses to gloss over, but they would have been in the minds of the spec-
tators. Hecuba ignores the charge not only because it would be of no interest to Men-
elaus, but because there is no effective answer to it besides pointing out the futility
of such a charge; the sole effect would be to distract from Hecuba’s line of rebuttal.

17 See discussion in Roisman 2023: 44-45.
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problem is not knowing when that may be. Of course, she could have no
way of knowing that he is already dead.

During the second invective, between Menelaus and Andromache, the
balance of power between the two speakers is of particular interest.
While Menelaus is a king in Sparta, he has no jurisdiction here in Phthia.
However, Menelaus has claimed his right to kill Andromache and her
son, despite his being Neoptolemus’ son, too (309-18). Andromache coun-
ters his claims by invoking the fact that Neoptolemus is the father of Mo-
lossus, and he will not stand idly by once he learns of his son’s murder
(319-63). In the third invective, the arrival of Peleus (546) causes an in-
version of power. Suddenly, someone else is in charge, and although he
is elderly, he takes over the situation, frees Andromache and causes Men-
elaus to leave suddenly, abandoning Hermione.

In Agamemnon, the invective scene is unusual in that it takes place be-
tween the Chorus and Aegisthus, after Aegisthus’ entry at line 1577. In-
terestingly, none of these men had taken part in the Trojan War. The
Chorus stayed at home because they were elderly. Aegisthus was Aga-
memnon’s enemy but could also easily be accused of cowardice. The Cho-
rus do not have the status of Aegisthus, who is from the leading family of
the polis, and is Clytemnestra’s consort. Yet they now threaten to murder
the man who is effectively ruling the polis. In some ways, then, the local
Elders may be interpreted as having comparable status to Aegisthus, who
is an interloper, and has been involved in regicide. Where there is no
clear power hierarchy, invective scenes may become explosive - and in-
deed, the Chorus threaten Aegisthus with physical violence, and are only
calmed by Clytemnestra, who, at least up until the murders of Agamem-
non and Cassandra, has been at the pinnacle of the power hierarchy in
the polis.

In Ajax, the invectives between Teucer and the Atreidae are also in-
teresting in respect to status. Teucer suffers invectives from Menelaus
and Agamemnon for insisting on giving his half-brother proper burial,
while the two Atreidae want to leave Ajax’s body exposed, because he
intended to attack his own comrades. Menelaus first utters hateful in-
vective against the dead Ajax. Part of this invective focuses on whether
Ajax was inferior in status to Menelaus. Teucer’s answers also relate to
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status. Menelaus’ claims imply that he was Ajax’s superior and his com-
mander in the war, while Teucer points out that Ajax sailed on his own
volition. The stichomythia that follows this first invective speech con-
cludes the agon between the two speakers (1120-41). Menelaus then
moves from insulting the dead Ajax to castigating Teucer for his inferior
status. Menelaus points out that Teucer is a bowman and so held in lower
military esteem than the warriors who fight with swords and shields.
When Teucer answers that he could defeat a fully-armed Menelaus even
without a shield, Menelaus does not answer the challenge. Instead he re-
fers to the issue of justice, asking whether it is just that his murderer (i.e.,
Ajax) be honored with a burial. Teucer escapes this rhetorical trap by
mocking Menelaus when he says: “Your murderer? You have said a
strange thing, if you have died but are alive” (1127)." The dialogue turns
to the issue of proper burial and respect for gods. Menelaus again sets a
rhetorical trap for Teucer by asking whether preventing a proper burial
for an enemy is not honorable (1132). Teucer circumvents the trap by
asking if Ajax was Menelaus’ enemy. Menelaus’ reply that they hated
each other offers Teucer the opportunity to accuse Menelaus of cheating
Ajax out of Achilles” arms. Menelaus then resorts to what he knows best,
threatening Teucer with violence: “This speech is tending towards pain
for someone.” When Teucer does not flinch, Menelaus states again with
bravado that Ajax must not be buried, to which Teucer replies defiantly
that Ajax will be buried.

When Agamemnon enters, he claims that both Ajax and Teucer are
nonentities and slaves (1228, 1235), reiterating Menelaus’ false claim that
Ajax was a commoner (1071). Agamemnon challenges Teucer’s claim that
he and Menelaus were not in command of the troops and that Ajax sailed
as his own chief (1232-34), and goes on to discredit Teucer by claiming
that his mother was a slave, which would indicate Teucer’s lower status.

While it would seem that the two Atreidae hold significantly higher
status and power than Teucer, he refuses to accept this. Teucer brushes
off their insults related to his birth and status. Indeed, if anyone is acting
nobly, and deserves higher status, it is Teucer, and not the Atreidae. The
invective scene surrounds the burial of Ajax, just as the invective be-
tween Antigone and Creon is set in the context of Antigone wishing to

18 Translations from Sophocles are by Lloyd-Jones 1997.
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bury her brother Polyneices, in defiance of Creon’s decree that he should
remain unburied. In both cases the person nominally holding power
wishes to prevent a proper burial. In both cases they have been threat-
ened by the deceased when alive, and in both cases a surviving sibling
wishes to carry out the law of the gods in conducting a proper burial.
Does having divine right on their side give Teucer and Antigone higher
status, or at least let them feel that they have it? Their unrestrained in-
vective would make it seem so. In Andromache’s arguments against both
Hermione and Menelaus, perhaps feeling that justice was on her side
gave her the strength to fight so well, at least in rhetorical battles.

In Medea the way the characters perceive their own power changes
after Medea has carried out her revenge, killing the Princess, Creon, and
her and Jason’s two sons. Medea was just a cast-off foreign wife during
most of the play, until the murders. At the end, she has become almost
divine, riding in her grandfather’s chariot through the sky, preventing
Jason from touching the bodies of his two dead sons. Jason’s invective
can no longer touch Medea, just as her earlier invective failed to touch
Jason. He eventually realizes that he is powerless, and that she will ride
off unscathed. However, by killing her own sons to wound Jason, Medea
has wounded herself.

In Hippolytus, the young Hippolytus, Theseus’ son, nominally holds a
higher status than the Nurse, who is a slave. His invective condemning
all free women has truly disastrous results both for Phaedra and for him-
self. Theseus is of a higher status than his bastard son and uses his power
with calamitous results. Hippolytus behaves politely and humbly with
his father, being careful not to enrage him. He does not answer his fa-
ther’s invective with invective of his own but tries unsuccessfully to ex-
plain himself and appease Theseus. The only thing Hippolytus vies for is
to be recognized by his father as a son of legitimate status. However, even
when Theseus realizes that Phaedra lied in her letter, he cannot bring
himself to see Hippolytus as a legitimate son."

In Oedipus the King, although Oedipus must think he is in a superior
position to the seer Teiresias, because he is the king, Teiresias claims in-
dependence and equal status with Oedipus in having the right to answer.
He is not Oedipus’ slave, he says, but Loxias’ and he will not be written

19 See discussion by Roisman 2025.
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down as Creon’s partisan (408-11). Oedipus is certainly of a higher social
status than Creon, which Creon does not dispute.

In Philoctetes, the invective scenes are one-sided, with Philoctetes
hurling abuse first at Neoptolemus and then at Odysseus. The crippled
man has no power without his bow, and when Neoptolemus holds the
bow, Philoctetes’ only weapon is invective. It allows Philoctetes to vent
his emotions, but he can do no real harm until Neoptolemus returns the
bow to him. He only has the upper hand from a moral point of view. One
does not cast out a wounded warrior.

Odysseus seems to have typically been cast as inured to both invective
and verbal pleading. It is noteworthy that in Ajax Odysseus remains un-
touched both by Ajax’s words and by his befuddled attempts to harm
him. In Hecuba, he remains unmoved by Hecuba’s supplication when she
tries to save the life of her daughter Polyxena.

ii) Special Staging or Stage Directions Intensifying the Invective

In Andromache, Hermione wears a gold tiara and sparkling gown. Euripi-
des has the character describe her golden crown and bejeweled attire on
entering the stage. By doing so, he not only characterizes her as a spoiled
young queen of Spartan ancestry but also emphasizes the difference in
station between her and Andromache. The former Trojan princess is now
a mere slave and would have been dressed as such. Stage directions may
have had Andromache clinging to an altar, emphasizing her vulnerabil-
ity. Menelaus arrives wearing hoplite armor, which emphasizes the dif-
ference in status between Andromache and himself and underscores his
status as a hero. The Chorus comment on Peleus’ ‘aged steps’ to contrast
his physical condition with Menelaus’ comparative youth, which only
heightens the absurdity of Menelaus running away at the end of the
scene. In Trojan Women, having Helen appear in all her finery, while Hec-
uba is dressed in rags, would have emphasized the pathos of Hecuba’s
situation, heightening the audience’s sympathy with her.

iii) Rhetorically Heightened Tone of Invective

Using the rhetorical trope of talking at the opponent rather than talking
to her/him serves to belittle the opponent. This technique is used several
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times. In Sophocles’ Ajax, Menelaus relates a fable, seemingly addressed
to no one, in order to comment on Teucer’s conduct, comparing him to
a man of reckless speech who urged sailors to sail on during a storm,
while he himself cowered in speechless fear. This is, he claims, how Teu-
cer will eventually become mute in his argument with Menelaus. Teucer
counters in kind, speaking at rather than to Menelaus, and mimics Men-
elaus’ use of a fable by saying that he also saw a man full of stupidity who
triumphed insolently in the misfortunes of others. However, someone
like himself stopped him by saying: “Fellow do not persecute the dead;
for if you do, know that you shall suffer pain!” (1154-55). Teucer thus not
only has the final word but also brings the issue from sheer invective to
the subject at hand: Ajax’s burial.

Euripides uses a similar rhetorical trope in the invectives in Hippoly-
tus. When Hippolytus arrives after Phaedra’s suicide, Theseus does not
confront his son with Phaedra’s accusation but rather talks about the im-
portance of being right-minded in a way that leaves no doubt that he is
referring to Hippolytus (916-20). His imperiousness is reminiscent of
Hippolytus himself talking at Phaedra rather than to her in his misogyn-
istic tirade and warnings about the future, following the Nurse’s revela-
tion (616-68).”° The invectives of both tragedians take advantage of this
haughty, humiliating, and heartless rhetorical style to belittle opponents
in an agon.

iv) The Speaker’s Intention in Uttering the Invectives

The emotional impact of invective may vary according to the speaker’s
intentions. In the first invective scene between Hermione and Androma-
che, Hermione’s intentions are not completely clear. While she accuses
Andromache of poisoning her womb and states she will make sure that
Andromache is put to death, she also suggests that if Andromache sur-
vives, she must clean her house. Perhaps the most hurtful of her insults
is that Andromache somehow foolishly chose to sleep with Neoptolemus,
the very man who killed Astyanax, the son she bore her husband, Hector.
Furthermore, Neoptolemus is the son of Achilles, who killed Hector. Is

20 See detailed discussion in Roisman 1999a: 136-37; 2014a; Parker 2001.
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Hermione trying to wound Andromache emotionally, as well as threat-
ening to kill her? Hermione’s motives appear complicated and confused.
She appears to want to make Andromache feel bad, filled with shame and
fear. Hermione is highly emotional, and causing her opponent to feel she
is in a precarious position may be as important to her as the actual
threats. Hermione concludes her first speech with one of the common
strategies of invective by identifying Andromache as a member of a
group of ‘others’ differentiated from the local population. Her accusation
that Andromache is a barbarian and that amongst barbarians “father lies
with daughter, son with mother, and sister with brother, nearest kin
murder each other” (174-76) must have seemed particularly ridiculous,
with Hermione’s own mother being notoriously faithless, while Greek
myths familiar to the original audience were overflowing with fratricide
and incest. However, invectives often suggest sexual deviancy.

Andromache initially defends herself, explaining that she is a slave
and Hermione is young, unjust, proud, and unlikely to listen to ‘superior
argument’ from one inferior in status; she then counters Hermione’s un-
founded allegations, which start by simply blaming her for being a con-
cubine (177-80), as if it were her fault or choice, and continue by accusing
Andromache of wanting to supplant Hermione as the mistress of the
house. Andromache does not grovel or ask for pity but counters the
senselessness of Hermione’s allegations head on. Then Andromache goes
on the offensive. Having eliminated herself rhetorically as a source for
Hermione’s troubled circumstances, Andromache points to the real
cause of Hermione’s misery. She pinpoints Hermione’s disposition as the
fount of Neoptolemus’ distaste for her: “You are not fit to live with”
(206).** Hermione might be beautiful and young, but she lacks the quali-
ties that make a successful wife (208). A wife should identify herself with
her husband’s household and not assert herself unduly. Hermione should
identify herself as the Phthian spouse of Neoptolemus, rather than con-
tinuing to consider herself a Spartan, the daughter of Menelaus. Instead,
Hermione taunts her husband by claiming that Scyros, Neoptolemus’
birthplace, is of no account in comparison to Sparta, and that Menelaus
is a greater man than Achilles (209-12).

21 Translations from Euripides, except for Hippolytus, where I offer my translations, are
by Kovacs 1994, 1995, unless otherwise stated.
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Andromache ends her rebuttal with another sting to Hermione:

Do not seek to surpass your mother in her man-loving
ways, woman. All children who have sense must
avoid the paths their wayward mothers went. (229-31)

Andromache’s reminder of Helen holds a malicious sting, which Hermi-
one immediately recognizes, and which prompts her to exclaim, “Are
you going to keep on probing my woes?” (249).

In the second invective scene, Andromache is attempting to save her
life and that of her son. She belittles Menelaus and attempts to shame
him into changing his mind, but to little effect. Her one actual weapon is
threatening that Neoptolemus will avenge her murder and the murder
of his son, by forcing Menelaus to stand trial and drive Hermione out of
his house. By contrast, Peleus physically threatens Menelaus, saying he
will bloody his head with his scepter (588). Was this a serious threat? The
old man does actually drive Menelaus away with his blistering invective.

In the other tragedies, as in Andromache, the intention behind uttering
invective is almost always to shame, denigrate, belittle or in any other
way possible hurt the recipient. This is the case in all of the plays. In Ag-
amemnon, The Chorus actually threaten Aegisthus with physical violence.
They want to put him in his place. He is a regicide and should not regard
himself as the ruler of the polis. In the Eumenides, Apollo wants to evict
the Furies from his sanctuary. He underscores their hideous appearance.
He also wants to prevent them from hounding Orestes. His words have
little effect.

In Ajax as in Antigone, Teucer wants to force Agamemnon and Mene-
laus to sanction a proper burial for Ajax, just as Antigone wants to ensure
that her brother is given a proper burial. Teucer’s attacks on the Atreidae
are even fiercer than Antigone’s on Creon. Antigone uses an understated
invective against Creon (450-70). The apparent restraint in her words
gives them in fact more strength. She admits to Creon that although she
knew about his edict, she has not acted out of audacity but out of con-
sciousness of the penalty for disregarding the gods’ statutes (Griffith
1999: 458-60). Teucer, in contrast, makes full frontal attacks. Antigone
uses logic in her speech, acknowledging that she, like all mortals, must
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die. However, at the end she includes a fierce barb, saying that if her ac-
tions appear foolish in Creon’s eyes, “it amounts to a charge of folly by a
fool” (470). When Antigone makes no headway arguing with Creon, she
too, belittles her opponent, telling him that his edict has no worth in
comparison to the “unwritten laws” (453-55). Whatever the “unwritten
laws” entail is still a scholarly debate, but her claim that Creon’s edict
prohibiting the burial of Polyneices is not on a par with them under-
mines Creon’s self-importance.”” In Haemon’s invective scene with his
father, he wants to save Antigone’s life (728-65). When he realizes that
Creon will not relent, he threatens to kill himself; yet Creon somehow
does not understand his son’s intention.

v) The Effect of Invective on the Speaker

In Andromache, Hermione is highly emotional. Causing her opponent to
feel that she is in a precarious position may be as important to her as the
actual threats. Likewise there is no immediate contextual need for An-
dromache to mention Helen; she simply seeks to shatter Hermione emo-
tionally even further. In the second invective scene, Andromache is un-
der real threat, and is desperate to save her son’s life, even if she cannot
save herself. Despite her situation, she retains her rhetorical ability.
Menelaus, elated that he has found Molossus, pays little attention to An-
dromache, and calmly lies to her about his true intentions. Once she has
learnt that Menelaus deceived her, and intends to kill her, while letting
Hermione determine the fate of Molossus, nothing holds Andromache
back. She hurls every insult possible at Menelaus and Spartans in gen-
eral. Peleus also is incensed at Menelaus’ actions, threatening his great-
grandson and challenging Peleus in his own kingdom. He insults and be-
littles Menelaus in every way possible.

In Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, speeches are highly charged emotion-
ally throughout. Most invectives in this tragedy are unlike any others
considered in this paper. In lines 247-72 Oedipus declares a series of ter-
rible curses on the unknown slayer of Laius, not knowing that it was he
himself who killed the king. Oedipus’ prayers can be interpreted as per-
formative speech utterances of invective, as in the belief system of the

22 See detailed discussion in Roisman 2021: 129-31.
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time, the curses alone are enough to bring about the events that fol-
lowed. He also orders those hearing him to make his words good, in the
name of the god, not realizing he is condemning himself. Oedipus’ words
are later reinforced by the seer, Teiresias, who hints at the truth by ask-
ing Oedipus if he knows who his parents are and warning him that the
curse his mother and father received will be his undoing (415-19).

Except perhaps in the case of Alcestis, those speaking in invective
scenes are not just ‘blowing off steam’ or releasing tensions. They are
attacking others or defending themselves from physical or verbal as-
sault. Their speeches may be regarded as part of a battle, the conse-
quences of which may involve their own deaths or the death of someone
they care for, or their proper treatment after death, which may have
been considered equally important. Andromache is fighting for her life,
and for that of her son; Peleus attacks Menelaus to save them. Apollo
wants to scare off the Erinyes to save Orestes. Teucer wants to ensure a
proper burial for Ajax, just as Antigone wants to ensure proper burial
rites for Polyneices. Antigone eventually attacks Creon with great venom
when fighting for her brother but relinquishes her own life with com-
parative ease. Hecuba in Trojan Women wants to assure the death of Helen
at the hands of Menelaus. Helen, having spoken first, has no chance to
retaliate, but later manages to convince Menelaus to spare her life any-
way. In Hecuba, the old Queen simply vents her grief and despair when
attacking Polymestor. Polymestor, on the other hand, blind and bereft of
his sons, can only retaliate by revealing Hecuba’s horrid future. Both Ja-
son and Medea express their own desperation in their separate invective
scenes. However much they may have wanted to alter a course of action,
neither speaker has much impact on the other, but simply vent their own
emotions. In all the other plays the speakers of invective are enraged at
their opponents. Only Menelaus in Andromache does not seem to exhibit
any anger at Andromache and her son but intends only to satisfy the
needs of his daughter.

vi) The Emotions of the Recipient of the Invective

The emotions of characters on the receiving end of invective are por-
trayed in various ways. Although one might think that Andromache’s



INVECTIVE IN GREEK TRAGEDY 57

rhetorical skill and composure must have overcome Hermione’s nonsen-
sical accusations, it is Hermione who has the last word before entering
the palace, confident that Andromache will be forced to step out of the
shrine and be killed. Menelaus, likewise, is not moved by Andromache’s
verbal attacks. He is characterized as an insensitive, cowardly bully who
is not interested in what Andromache says. However, while he seems in-
itially unmoved by the invectives he receives from Andromache and Pel-
eus, his sudden decision to leave Phthia does seem to have been caused
by Peleus’ words.

Aegisthus in Agamemnon is surprised that the Chorus have the courage
to scold him but is not daunted by them. The Erinyes in Eumenides try to
reason with Apollo to no avail. Odysseus, who does not hear Ajax’s vitu-
peration (Ajax 379-91), is oblivious to it, and it may be that this is what
allowed Sophocles to have him act as a mediator in the end. Later in Ajax,
the Atreidae and Teucer all stand their ground, whatever insults are
hurled at them, with Teucer maintaining the upper hand rhetorically.
Electra’s description of her mother’s verbal abuse (in Sophocles’ Electra)
indicates that she thinks the words are enough to justify her hatred of
her mother. In Alcestis, Pheres is not rendered speechless by his son’s in-
vective and shows that Admetus’ acts were not lost on him. Helen in Tro-
Jjan Women is unmoved by Hecuba and simply begs Menelaus to forgive
her.

In Oedipus the King, the ranting invective used by Oedipus against
those around him has little effect on Teiresias or Creon, but he blinds
himself following the curses he brought down on his own head. Teiresias
is no less quick to anger than Oedipus. Although initially Teiresias seems
to attempt to protect Oedipus by not sharing with him the devastating
knowledge he possesses, he is worn down by Oedipus’ invective. Teire-
sias’ first speeches indicate that he has suddenly realized that he should
not have come at all, and that he would prefer to return home. The fact
is that although he does not present himself as Oedipus’ adversary, Oe-
dipus is right in intuitively suspecting the seer. After all, the audience
know that Teiresias did not prevent the marriage of Oedipus and Jocasta,
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and thus allowed a horrible and unforgivable act of incest. Overall Soph-
ocles casts the seer as ill-intentioned, un-civic-minded, or incompetent.”
The knowledge he holds, that it is none other than Oedipus who mur-
dered King Laius; that Laius was Oedipus’ father; and that Oedipus is now
married to his own mother will cause Oedipus’ downfall. He could have
prevented it, and it is not made clear in the play why he did not. The
reality now is that it is the presence of Oedipus himself that causes the
city’s suffering. Oedipus’ invectives eventually force the seer to speak,
bringing catastrophe not on Teiresias, but on Oedipus himself. None of
Teiresias’ words are actually invective. None of his statements is an ex-
aggerated insult: they are simply hard truths, which he could have re-
vealed long ago. Throughout the play, it is only Oedipus who utters any
kind of invective, wishing harm on others and unknowingly on himself,
laboring under false assumptions until he blinds himself. The wholly
tragic nature of these utterances, Oedipus’ false accusations and his un-
witting self-condemnations, sets them apart from other instances of in-
vective. There is no dark comedy here. While Oedipus did want to shame
Teiresias and Creon when he believed that they were the true culprits,
the intensity of his own shame on discovering the truth is far greater.
The invective used by Oedipus against Teiresias and Creon pales in com-
parison to the dreadful discovery that Oedipus makes. It is possible that
Sophocles wanted to build the tension up slowly to this crushing revela-
tion. In the end, neither Teiresias nor Creon suffer anything greater than
insult, although on second thought the off-stage audience might have
less than kind thoughts about the seer, whose traditional role is to warn
of disaster rather than merely watch it happening.

In Philoctetes, while it is left unclear whether Philoctetes’ invectives
against Neoptolemus have any impact on the young man, it is possible.**
Neoptolemus had pitied Philoctetes from the outset and been disturbed
by the idea of deceiving him. His decision to return Philoctetes’ bow to
the crippled hero may have derived from his own doubts about his
course of action, but may also have been influenced by Philoctetes’
words.

23 For discussion see Roisman 1999b; 2003. For a complex discussion of Teiresias’ reti-
cence, see Battezzato 2021.
24 See discussion in Roisman 2005: 88-105.
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vii) Two Special Types of Invective: Reported and Imagined Invectives

Ajax includes several instances of both reported and imagined invective.
First, upon their entrance at line 134, the Chorus report how Ajax was
slandered by the Greeks as rumors were spread through the camp by
Odysseus, saying that it was Ajax who butchered the Greeks’ herds and
flocks of war spoils. Two more cases of reported invective occur later in
the plot. The first is reported by the messenger, recounting the invective
hurled at Teucer on his return to the Greek camp, while the second, to
be discussed below, is reported by Teucer, after he imagined an invective
by his father, Telamon, against himself once Telamon hears that Ajax has
died.

Upon his return, Teucer becomes an object of vituperation by multi-
ple parties. First, he is verbally attacked by the soldiers in the camp, who
encircle him, calling him “brother of a madman who had plotted against
the army,” declaring that they will not be content until he is dead, man-
gled by stones. The verbal abuse goes almost to the point of violence
when swords are drawn (724-30). It is only the intervention of some older
men present that prevents the quarrel from turning into carnage (731-
32). The scene shows how invective fans the flames of hatred and could
lead to physical violence, even though Teucer could have known nothing
about Ajax’s previous actions. The scene is reminiscent of the much later
Andromache, in which Peleus almost strikes Menelaus.

This threatening invective against Teucer and Ajax must have raised
the tension of the off-stage audience. They, like the Chorus (743-44), may
have believed that Ajax’s thoughts had turned in a more positive direc-
tion, and hence might be safe. However, they now must wonder how Ajax
would deal with the troops’” intense hatred. An additional element is
found in this invective with regard to Teucer. The audience hear that he
was attacked (verbally and potentially physically) because of his
brother’s actions, not because of anything he himself has said or done.
That may have made the invective even more difficult for Teucer to deal
with. As well as being concerned for his own safety, he must have been
exceedingly worried about his half-brother’s wellbeing. People may be
even more concerned about a person dear to them, than about them-
selves.
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This may be compared to the ‘imagined invective’ that Ajax suffered
from. He did not hear any of the Greeks’ insults but experienced them in
his mind. Often it is our own thoughts that hurt us the most, magnified
by imagination, isolated from calming words that others might offer us.
Similarly, the shame that Ajax experienced both at his own deeds in
slaughtering the flocks instead of the Atreidae and Odysseus, thereby be-
coming a laughing-stock of the Argives and hated by them, and at not
having been awarded Achilles’ arms would have grown several magni-
tudes as he ruminated on all that had transpired (379-82, 440-46, 454-55,
458). Had Ajax heard Odysseus’ actual words (121-26) it is possible he
would have reacted differently. Immediately on seeing Ajax in his mad-
ness, Odysseus had in fact pitied him, despite hearing Ajax’s violent in-
tentions against him (103-17). Understanding the insignificance of men
in the bigger scheme of things, Odysseus eventually persuades Agamem-
non to do the right thing at the end of the play. Having heard Odysseus’
earlier words (121-26), the audience may have hoped that someone could
reason with Ajax and save him. While Ajax’s own ‘deception speech’ (646-
92) may have strengthened this hope, the invective described by the
messenger would probably have had the opposite effect. Abusive words
with incitement to physical violence saturate the play to the extent that
it seems inevitable that there will be at least one victim.

The second imaginary invective is experienced by Teucer, who arrives
too late to save Ajax. Teucer anticipates the invective that Telamon, his
father, will use against him, calling him the bastard offspring of his
spear’s war-prize; > or a betrayer due to cowardice and unmanliness; or
suspecting him of wishing Ajax dead so he could inherit Telamon’s
household. Teucer explicitly connects this vituperation by the old Tela-
mon to anger (1012-20). As with the invective that Ajax must have expe-
rienced in his own mind, Telamon’s speech is entirely the product of Teu-
cer’s imagination. He is actually hurling invective at himself, although
he imagines the words coming from his father. Teucer perhaps foresees
his father’s response quite accurately, but nevertheless, his own
knowledge of the words which would hurt him the most allows him to
cause himself great pain with this imagined invective.

25 For the status of a nothos, a bastard son, see Patterson 1990: 41; Kamen 2013: 62-70;
Roisman 2025.
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Another case of reported invective is found in Sophocles’ Electra. Elec-
tra tells the Chorus how her mother casts insults at her. She calls her
“godless hateful creature!” and asks whether she alone lost a father,
wishing her an ugly death (289-92), and also reports that when anyone
mentions Orestes, Clytemnestra blames her daughter for saving Orestes
and promises she will be punished (294-98). Electra must hope that these
cruel words will turn the Chorus against her mother.

viii) The Presence of an Internal Audience

In Andromache, the presence of the Chorus may be significant to Hermi-
one, who wants to feel admired and loved by those around her but fails
miserably in this aim. The Chorus however do follow Hermione’s line of
reasoning, that there are two women sharing one bed, and that this is
the reason behind Hermione’s jealousy. They ignore Andromache’s claim
that this is no longer the case. They connect the situation to the beauty
contest of the goddesses, as a result of which Aphrodite awarded Helen
as a prize to Paris. Once Paris had taken Helen back to Troy, Tyndareus
invoked the agreement with Helen’s suitors to go to war against Troy to
return Helen to her rightful husband. Likewise, in the second invective
scene, the Chorus, rather incredibly, initially attack Andromache for de-
fending herself against Menelaus. Only after she leaves the altar, do they
speak on her behalf to Menelaus, with no effect. The Chorus’ continued
speeches about a ‘double marriage’ show how removed from the reality
of the situation they are. However, their sympathies now clearly lie with
Andromache. As is typical, their speeches have little effect apart from
commenting on the action and describing events for the off-stage audi-
ence.

Roles of Invective

i) Significant Questions

After looking at the characteristics of invective in tragedy, one may ask
what role invective has in Euripides’ Andromache and whether there are
different functions for invective in other fifth-century tragedies. While
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tragedy is not normally associated with humor, I will consider whether
invective may introduce some humor into tragedy. Other questions in
the paper will focus on whether invective incites physical violence, or,
conversely, may take its place. Finally: how may invective have been
used to enhance both audience identification with characters, and their
appreciation of the plays?

ii) Invective as a Characterization Tool

Both Andromache’s and Peleus’ invectives against Menelaus character-
ize him as being cowardly and insignificant, despite his status as one of
the generals of the Greek army in the Trojan War, and one who featured
significantly in some of the Iliad’s battle scenes.

At the end of the first invective scene between the two women (Andr.
222-26), Andromache comes across not only as a good and devoted wife
who puts the happiness of her husband above her own, but as chaste,
reminiscent of the description of a Bee Woman by Semonides of Amorgos
(fl. seventh century BCE), who in Poem 7 depicts different types of
women as having sprung from different species. The perfect woman is
the one sprung from the bee. One of her main characteristics is that she
is not prone to sexual engagement except for procreation. Andromache’s
views once again conform admirably to the Greek patriarchal ideal. Her-
mione is the one who falls outside the accepted Greek norms. The rivalry
between Andromache and Hermione is thus not between a barbarian and
a Greek, but between a barbarian reflecting Greek morality and an im-
moral Spartan woman.

By preaching the total submission of a wife to her husband, Androma-
che must have infinitely pleased the Athenian male audience (213-14).
She then goes on to lob Hermione’s assertions about barbarian sexual
mores back at her, accusing Hermione of being so sexually insatiable and
so jealous of her husband’s affections that she cannot tolerate the
thought of him ever having had intercourse with another woman (215-
21), and that she is so possessive that she would not allow even one drop
of rain to spatter on her husband’s face (227-28).

Like Andromache’s invectives with both Menelaus and Hermione, in
Ajax the invectives between Teucer and the Atreidae are interesting in
terms of characterization. Menelaus is the first to utter hateful invective
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against the dead Ajax. As Finglass (2011: ad 1052-90) points out, Mene-
laus’ speech is schematic, constructed by claim and its reversal: “Mene-
laus thought Ajax a friend, but found him an enemy (1052-54); Ajax
wanted himself to live, and his enemies to die, but the god reversed this
(1057-60). As a result, he must not be buried but will have his corpse ex-
posed (1062-65). Menelaus couldn’t control him alive but will now that
he is dead (1067-70). Before, Ajax was hybristes, whereas now Menelaus
can have proud thoughts (1087-88).” Menelaus claims that Ajax was a
subordinate of his and should have obeyed him, but did not. A large body
is not an assurance of safety, he says. Only shame and fear of authority
can assure one’s safety. Terror in a city can assure its survival, not acting
as one pleases; these and other such despotic proclamations are uttered
by Menelaus as he forbids Teucer to bury his half-brother. The invective
comes to characterize Menelaus as a Spartan, who would not have
aroused much sympathy amongst the Athenian audience. His binary
thinking shows him as a rather inarticulate and rhetorically limited man,
and his pronouncement “Formerly he [Ajax] was heated in his insolence
(hybristes), but now it is my hour of pride” (1087-88) shows him as a small
human finding delight in the death of one much greater than he is.*

Even the Chorus (1091-92) caution Menelaus against preventing the
burial, but it is Teucer’s attack on his stature and character that strikes
harder. Similar to the way in which Euripides” Andromache mocks Men-
elaus, claiming that for all of his repute, he is actually a coward (Andr.
458-460), Teucer belittles the Spartan, using the same argument: that
reputation and high birth do not guarantee noble deeds.

Agamemnon’s invective, which is mainly directed against Teucer, but
also include insults against Ajax (1226-63), serves to characterize Aga-
memnon more than Ajax and Teucer. In belittling the war efforts of the
two half-brothers, he not only shows himself small-minded and ungrate-
ful, he also goes against one of the more fundamental codes of Athenian
society. The best warriors were not only supposed to be honored; they
were also supposed to receive the choicest spoils of war. Agamemnon
denies both to Ajax. Instead, his speech is vituperative and furious. He

26 The translations from Sophocles’ Electra are by Roisman 2008/2017; of all other Soph-
oclean plays are by Lloyd-Jones 1988; 1997.
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taunts Teucer in the beginning and end of his speech, for having an en-
slaved mother (ignoring the fact that she was a princess before she was
enslaved), and unintelligible barbarian speech. It should be noted that
Andromache also entails the theme of an enslaved princess, and a situa-
tion one might be able to throw in the face of Molossus, as Agamemnon
does now to Teucer.

Agamemnon goes on to belittle Ajax’s contribution to the war effort
and equates his own prowess in battle with that of Ajax (1236-37). He also
brings up again the fact that the contest for Achilles’ arms was decided
by a majority of judges, and accuses Teucer, and by implication Ajax, of
not accepting defeat (1242-45). His complaint that Teucer will never
learn sophrosyne (1259) is reminiscent of Menelaus’ use of the related
term sophronos (1073-76) and appears equally hollow. His claim that in-
telligence is more valuable than brawn is not unreasonable, but it is un-
clear how this applies to Ajax (1250-54). As none of Agamemnon’s claims
rings true, they cast him in a poor light.

Teucer’s reply is by no means less castigating and disparaging (1266-
1315). To his credit, he returns the focus to Ajax and Ajax’s accomplish-
ments. First, he laments the lack of gratitude of the commanders towards
Ajax and describes in detail Ajax’s prowess in two incidents in which he
saved the Argives: first when he saved the ships (1272-81), and second
when he fought Hector in a duel (1283-89). Passing elegantly now to his
own defense, Teucer states that in both cases he, Teucer, was beside his
half-brother. Furthermore, Agamemnon should not try to shame his,
Teucer’s, descent. He is the son of Telamon and Hesione, a princess,
daughter of Laomedon, given by Heracles to his father as a prize for his
valor.

Teucer then moves to counter-attack Agamemnon’s lineage by point-
ing out the Phrygian origins of Agamemnon’s grandfather Pelops. He
goes into detail about Agamemnon’s father Atreus serving his brother
Thyestes, the uncle of Agamemnon, an impious meal of the flesh of Thy-
estes’ own children. He follows this with remarks about Agamemnon’s
mother, Aerope, who the audience would have known was Cretan, and
insinuates that her father, Catreus, caught her with her lover and sent
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her to Nauplius, king of Euboea with instructions to drown her. The lat-
ter, however, spared her, and she then married Atreus, Agamemnon’s fa-
ther (1291-97).

Up to this point Teucer has built up his own credibility by relying on
facts to counter everything Agamemnon has said. He shows himself to be
brave and resolute in facing both Menelaus and Agamemnon. After his
convincing rebuttal of Agamemnon’s claims, Teucer brings back the is-
sue of burial. He boldly states that having been born of two noble par-
ents, he would not disgrace his birth and allow his half-brother to be
shamed by lying unburied (1304-7). Making effective rhetorical use of the
tableau formed by the dead Ajax, himself, Eurysaces, and Tecmessa,
which dominates the stage (1308-9), Teucer threatens that if Agamem-
non casts out Ajax, he will also have to cast out the three of them. He
does not end his speech before hurling an additional insult at the Atrei-
dae: “I am proud to die before all fighting for him [Ajax] rather than for
your wife, or shall I say you and your brother” (1310-12). Finally in reply
to Agamemnon’s former concern for his own reputation (1241), Teucer
ends his speech with bluster, rudely warning Agamemnon that if he
harms him (Teucer), he will wish one day he had been a coward rather
than bold at Teucer’s expense (1314-15). The invectives and the counter-
invective show the extent to which Teucer towers in intellect and char-
acter over the Atreidae.

In Alcestis, the invective between Admetus and his father Pheres
serves to characterize both men, without progressing the plot action. In
Hippolytus, Hippolytus’ diatribe against women casts him as a virginal mi-
sogynist who at the same time is thinking about marriage (Hipp. 616-
67),”” Theseus’ invective against his son characterizes the father more
than the son: Theseus shows himself an insensitive father completely
subsumed by his public image. The invectives uttered by Oedipus in Oe-
dipus the King not only bring about his downfall but also serve to charac-
terize him as volatile and suspicious.

27 One needs to ask oneself, however, what else could the young man have done in
these circumstances. See discussion Roisman 1999a: 113.
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iii) Effects of Invective: Escalation, Suicide, Physical Attack, and More

Andromache: while the tension between Andromache and Hermione must
have risen during the first invective scene, there are no immediate ef-
fects, as all attention becomes focused on the arrival of Menelaus as he
brings Molossus on stage. Although Andromache’s desperate rhetoric
with both Hermione and Menelaus would have raised sympathy for her
and for her son’s plight, it has little impact on the plot action. The third
invective scene has a greatly different outcome. Menelaus abandons Her-
mione, driven away by Peleus’ words and probably by the former threat
of his scepter. The plot of the play turns abruptly from this point. Instead
of Andromache being in danger, it is now Hermione who seems so dis-
traught that she may take her own life.

The invectives in Euripides’ Hippolytus also have a particularly strong
effect on the progression of the plot. Hippolytus’ famous diatribe against
women, which certainly qualifies as an invective, delineates what Hip-
polytus thinks is wrong with the entire female gender. It comes as an
enraged answer to the Nurse’s sexual proposition on Phaedra’s behalf.
Hippolytus is outraged at the Nurse, and assumes Phaedra is behind her
actions. He is furious that the Nurse/Phaedra could think that he not
only would engage in a sexual act but that he would defile his father’s
bed.

Hippolytus’ anti-feminist invective treats three main themes in suc-
cession: procreation, household finances, and female cleverness. The
only part of the speech that can be considered violent is the last part,
beginning at line 640, “I hate the clever one (sophen),” where Hippolytus
lashes out against the ‘clever’ women he detests. In and of itself, his ob-
jection to clever women is well within Greek tradition, since as far back
as Archilochus, clever women have been considered deceptive, espe-
cially in sexual matters. So is the suggestion that women be enclosed in
their homes, which conforms with the modes of the society in which he
lives. In this society women live indoors and are supposed to be faithful
to their husbands; they certainly should not make sexual propositions to
their stepsons. For Hippolytus, however, it would not suffice for Phaedra
to return to her traditional confines. He wants her to be completely se-
cluded. It is clear that his invective, which started as a general diatribe
against the female gender, is aimed finally at Phaedra, who is listening
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while standing at the door to the palace. He talks at her rather than to
her:

A servant should not ever go to a woman, the
voiceless bites of beasts should dwell with them,
so that women should have no one to speak to
and no voice to receive in exchange. (645-48)

Beyond wanting to confine women to their homes, Hippolytus would rel-
egate them to a world very unlike a household - a world without the
pleasure of human voices and populated only by fanged beasts.” Hippol-
ytus’ vision might be extreme and excessive, but it can be effected. This
section of his speech is more threatening and sinister than the beginning
of his tirade, and more difficult to dismiss, disregard, or excuse. The po-
tential for implementing his vision of how Phaedra and other clever
women should be forced to live makes its insidious inhumanity emerge
in full force. The home, in Hippolytus’ view, is a place where women plot
mischief, and their servants help them accomplish it (649-50). To prevent
such plotting - and, more specifically, the plotting of which he is now the
subject - he would transplant Phaedra away from the conventional fe-
male surroundings of a household, away from her familiar, sheltering
palace and into a foreign and harsh realm. Moreover, he would remove
from that world the very pleasure of sound that he himself so enjoys and
that gives his own world much of its value for him. We recall his rhap-
sody at hearing - or believing he hears - Artemis’ voice in the woods
where he hunts (86). At the end of the denunciation, he finally mentions
Phaedra. He will come back upon his father’s return and “I shall see how
you meet his eye, you and your mistress too” (663). The way in which he
continuously ignores Phaedra while talking at her, but finally includes
her as if as an afterthought, just before cursing both of them: “May you
two perish!” (664), shows his deep contempt for Phaedra. He follows his
curse by “I will never be satiated with hating women, not even if some-
one says that I always say [this]” (664-65).

28 For the irony invested in this wish see Roisman 1999a: 110-12; see also Roisman 2024:
on lines 565-731, 645-48.
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The invective is emotional, cruel, and biting. The words and the con-
tent are violent. The hatred is palpable. The result of this one-sided in-
vective is Phaedra’s suicide. She does not believe that he will keep silent
as he has promised. Phaedra is certain that Theseus will come to know
about the sexual proposition and the word will spread, which will harm
her sons. Hence, she takes her own life and writes a libelous note that
Hippolytus has raped her. The invective thus causes physical violence
that eventually kills both Phaedra and Hippolytus.

iv) Invectives Leading Nowhere

In Ajax, the invectives between Teucer and first Menelaus, then Agamem-
non, lead nowhere. The two invective scenes come to a close with no res-
olution and no following stichomythia to offer one. Instead, Odysseus ap-
pears and will resolve the impasse. The invectives follow the charged
scenes of Ajax’s suicide and Tecmessa finding his corpse. The question of
Ajax’s burial is looming. The invectives between those who want to pre-
vent a burial and those who intend to continue with it, despite the pro-
hibition, create tension on the stage and in the off-stage audience. It is
clear that all Teucer and Ajax’s family have is the power of words, with
which they attempt to counter the Atreidae’s verbal abuse. Menelaus, as
usual, would prefer to use force (1159-60), but is not brave enough to do
so, and chooses what he does best - to depart. Agamemnon’s verbal abuse
has no logical or factual substance and only presents insults ad hominem.
Neither invective advances the plot; this is left to Odysseus, who resolves
the tension, even offering to help with the burial. The invectives use dark
humor and the disparaging trope of talking at rather than to someone,
which belittles the opponent. The catharsis will occur only after Odys-
seus’ intervention. Sophocles uses the same strategy in Philoctetes, where
the invective essentially changes nothing, but gives vent to Philoctetes’
emotions.

Euripides also uses the strategy of invectives that bring no resolution.
One may claim that the invective between Admetus and Pheres in Alcestis
relieves Admetus of some built-up tension. His harsh words to his father
could, of course, equally well have been directed against himself. There
is no actual violence following the scene, and Alcestis will soon return to
life with the help of Heracles. The invective probably serves only for the
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characterization of both son and father, since it leads to no turn in the
plot. The bitter invective between Hecuba and Polymestor in Hecuba also
leads nowhere. From the start it was unlikely that Agamemnon would
punish Hecuba. Both Hecuba and Polymestor have already lost almost
everything. That Hecuba will turn into a dog and die at sea, hardly seems
to add to her troubles. She is beyond caring what happens to her, want-
ing only to see Polymestor punished for his share in her anguish. Jason’s
invective at the end of Medea likewise achieves nothing except to release
his emotions following the murder of his sons.

v) Invectives as a Last Resort

Both Sophocles and Euripides use invective in this way. In Philoctetes,
Sophocles gives Philoctetes a last-resort invective against Neoptolemus
(927-62), alternating between a direct address to the young man and
apostrophes to the natural surroundings: the harbors, promontories,
mountain beasts and jagged rocks. He wants all of them to know that the
child of Achilles, after giving him his right hand in pledge that he would
take him home to Oeta, seized his bow and plans to display him before
the Argives and convey him to Troy. He claims to have been deceived. He
curses Neoptolemus (961) and at the same time begs the young man
again and again to return the bow to him. He alternately rages at Neop-
tolemus as being unworthy of Achilles” heritage and beseeches him to
return the bow, in keeping with the nobility of his nature (927-62, 967-
68, 971-73). The address changes from a harsh and insulting invective to
praise (967-78, 971-73). Ultimately Neoptolemus returns the bow to him
in spite of Odysseus’ threats; whether this is due to the invective is left
unclear. Philoctetes’ curses are the weapons of a desperate man. Indeed,
invective is often the last resort of a character, like Haemon’s attack on
his father, Andromache’s attack on Sparta, or Jason’s attack on Medea,
when the characters realize that the irreversible situation leaves them
nothing but abusive words.

vi) Humorous Invective Denigrating the Recipient

Andromache’s and Peleus’ invectives against Menelaus use dark humor
against him. Andromache pokes fun at Menelaus, who shows up in full
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hoplite armor to oppose a woman (Andr. 458-60). Peleus asks if Menelaus
has cruelly bound Andromache for fear that she will fight him (721-22).
To show Menelaus’ cowardice Peleus needles him by saying that while
causing others to die, he, Menelaus, alone came back from Troy without
a scratch and “took your fine armor in its fine case to Troy and brought
it back in the same condition” (616-19).

In Ajax, when Menelaus asks whether it is right and just that his mur-
derer (i.e., Ajax) be honored with a burial, Teucer escapes the rhetorical
trap by mocking Menelaus when he says: “Your murderer? You have said
a strange thing, if you have died but are alive” (1127).

The invective scene between Creon and Haemon in Antigone (724-65)
is much more threatening and horrifying than those between Antigone
and Ismene or Antigone and Creon. It is explicit, blatant, and misogynis-
tic, but both of them use the dark humor of sarcasm in belittling each
other. To Creon’s statement that a city is thought to belong to a ruler,
Haemon answers “You would be a fine ruler over a deserted city!” (738-
39). Creon calls Haemon not only a slave of a woman but “inferior to a
woman” (746).

Hecuba in Trojan Women pokes fun at Helen’s claim of divine compul-
sion in the form of the goddess’ beauty contest. In the spirit of fifth-cen-
tury rationalization, Hecuba points to the improbability of either Hera or
Athena vying with each other in a contest about beauty, which for Hec-
uba is important only in the case of marriage. She wonders sarcastically
whether Hera sought the judgment “so that she could get a better hus-
band than Zeus”, or whether Athena, who had begged for the gift of
maidenhood, would be desirous at all of marriage (978-81).”’ Hecuba
warns Helen not to attribute “foolishness” to the goddesses in an attempt
to excuse her own misconduct. “I fear that you will not persuade the
wise,” she says (982).

29 For the importance of marriage in this play, especially as a theme in the various
speeches of the female characters, see McCallum-Barry 2001; Mossman 2005: 358 and
bibliography.
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vii) The Effect of the Invective on the Off-stage Audience

Alcestis, which has often been referred to as a problem play, is also some-
what puzzling in terms of the discussions in this chapter. As has already
been stated, the invective between Admetus and Pheres seems to be used
more as a characterization tool than to forward the plot, although nei-
ther character gains much sympathy. Instead, the invective scene adds
an element of dark humor and could have been included purely for its
entertainment value. Pheres strips Admetus’ sanctimonious blame to its
bare truth: Alcestis is dead because he, Admetus, wants to live. Con-
versely, in Hippolytus, the invectives of both Hippolytus and Theseus are
directly involved in progressing the plot as well as in characterization.
None of the play’s characters, except perhaps the Nurse, is particularly
sympathetic, despite their subjective descriptions of their own intense
suffering and the eventual deaths of Phaedra and Hippolytus. Euripides
seems to have emphasized the importance of personal choice in the char-
acters’ actions, together with the power of words, spoken and written, in
this play. Choosing any extreme path, whether it be a way of life, or a
way of expressing oneself, may have serious consequences. The invective
scenes in Hippolytus, therefore, may have been thought-provoking rather
than entertaining or cathartic.

A further role of invective scenes may have been to enhance the au-
dience’s empathy with some of the characters. This may be seen with
characters on the receiving end of fierce invective, especially when de-
spite their lack of power or authority, they face down their tormenters.
As noted above, Andromache’s courage and resourcefulness, exemplified
in her skillful rhetoric opposing both Hermione and Menelaus, would
have produced a sympathetic reaction. The same may have been true in
Agamemnon, when the Chorus of old men find the courage to stand up to
Aegisthus. In Sophocles’ Antigone the invectives would have served to
heighten the audience’s empathy with the young heroine, and enhance
the emotional impact of the tragedy. Antigone’s courage in doing what
she believes to be right, even if it means challenging Creon’s edict against
burying her brother Polyneices, would have gained her sympathy and
respect. Even though Creon now holds power over the whole polis, he is
unable to defeat Antigone in the verbal debate between them. Creon ad-
mits that what he wants most is to capture and kill her (498), and then
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exposes his misogyny by declaring that no woman will ever rule (525).
While misogyny in itself may not have been problematic for audience
members, Antigone’s spirited responses, and her insistence on doing
what she felt was right (450-70; 499-507), would have impressed the spec-
tators. Being emotionally invested in the characters, the audience would
feel the plot tension to a higher degree and feel more relief or despair as
the plots progressed, depending upon the characters’ fates.

viii) Invective as Commentary on Politics and Social Mores

The invectives of Andromache and Peleus against Menelaus, in Androma-
che, could have a political side to them, condemning contemporary
Sparta. Andromache attacks Spartans for being treacherous plotters,
murderers, cheaters, and deceivers (445-64). Peleus states that a Spartan
girl, even if she wanted to, could not have remained chaste. The young
girls leave their houses in company of young men. They wear loose tu-
nics that show their bare thighs and exercise together (595-601). Andro-
mache cautions Hermione to be silent about her “troubles in love,” a cus-
tom that traverses boundaries and is not limited to one nation (240-44).
Tritle suggests that Sophocles’ Antigone, which was composed while Per-
icles was still alive, may be interpreted through Creon as a subversive
commentary on “Pericles, his leadership of Athens and his harsh sup-
pression of Samos” (2010: 16).

Other Features of Invective in Tragedy

i) Frequent Subjects

Cowardice and lack of military skill: In Agamemnon the Chorus accuse Aegis-
thus of cowardice for having a woman murder Agamemnon (Ag. 1633-35,
1643-44). In Ajax, Menelaus tries to belittle Teucer for being an archer,
who by his profession does not fight face to face (1120-22, cf. 1244-45).
Teucer, on the other hand, reminds Agamemnon that Ajax saved him
from Hector in the battle over the ships (1273-82) and when he fought
Hector in a duel (1283-88). In Andromache the title character pokes fun at
Menelaus for arriving in full hoplite armor to oppose a woman (458-60).
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Peleus, too, upon his arrival berates Menelaus and calls him a coward
(590), and a man who, while causing others to die, was the only one who
came back from Troy without a scratch and took “your fine armor in its
fine case ... to Troy and brought it back in the same condition” (616-19).
Eventually, Menelaus runs away from Peleus (729-46).

Servile origins and foreignness: In Ajax, Agamemnon categorizes Teucer
as a mere barbarian slave because his mother was a captive (1228-35,
1260-63). In response, Teucer reminds Agamemnon that Pelops, his
grandfather, was by origin a barbarous Phrygian and that Agamemnon
himself is the son of a Cretan mother (1290-97). Creon in Antigone calls
Haemon “slave of a woman” in the stichomythic invective (726-65, 756).
In Oedipus the King, when Jocasta tries to discourage Oedipus from fetch-
ing the Theban shepherd who gave the infant Oedipus to the Corinthian
shepherd, Oedipus answers her sarcastically: “Do not worry! Even if I
prove to be the offspring of three generations of slaves, you will not be
shown to be low-born!” (1062-63). In Andromache Hermione calls Andro-
mache a slave won by spear, an Asian woman, a foreigner (155-76, 243).

Accusations of conspiracy: In Antigone, for a brief moment, Antigone,
who does not allow Ismene to take a share of the responsibility for the
burial of Polyneices, accuses her sister of siding with Creon: “ask Creon,
you are his champion!” (549). She also directly states that her sister is
more concerned about Creon than anything else. Creon does in fact sus-
pect both Antigone and Ismene of conspiracy (488-96, 531-35). Oedipus
in Oedipus the King is convinced that Teiresias is conspiring with Creon to
depose him (380-89, 399-403, 520-22, 532-57, 622-27, 639-43, 679-82). In
Andromache, Hermione accuses Andromache of poisoning her womb to
prevent conception as well as scheming to take possession of her house
(Andr. 155-58).

Age: Andromache attributes Hermione’s open and explicit interest in
sex to her youth (Andr. 234-44). Menelaus on the other hand mocks Pel-
eus, claiming that in spite of his old age he is not wise (645-46).

ii) Invective Aimed at a Third Party

In Ajax, when Ajax regains his sanity and with it a clear understanding of
what he has done, he is mortally stricken with shame at having become
a laughingstock for his comrades: “Ah, the mockery! What an insult I
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have suffered!” (367). He then utters a brief invective against Odysseus
(379-91), focused on the scornful laughter and mockery Odysseus directs
at him. He wants Odysseus and the Atreidae dead and then to die himself
(387-91). This last part will turn out to be performative. In Hippolytus,
Theseus’ denunciation of Hippolytus also occurs while Hippolytus is ab-
sent (885-90).

Conclusions

This chapter has analyzed the invective scenes found in the surviving
plays of the three extant fifth-century Athenian tragedians, Aeschylus,
Sophocles and Euripides. The very fact that all three tragedians include
invective scenes in more than one of their extant plays is of interest in
itself. Consisting as they do of conversations between on-stage charac-
ters found in highly charged situations, invective scenes may have been
considered a natural feature of the tragedies. In particular, the invective
scenes in tragedy often took place in fraught ‘life or death’ situations,
with invective used as a last resort, when all other means of self-defense
are lost.

Invective scenes play many varied roles in tragedy, from characteri-
zation, to serving as an alternative to physical violence, to performative
utterances with violent ends, to raising plot tension, thus intensifying
eventual catharsis. The intention behind the invective is usually to belit-
tle, shame or otherwise harm one’s opponent. This may be done by using
sarcastic humor or by threatening actual violence. We have seen that in
Andromache the three invective scenes form an integral part of plot ac-
tion. By contrast, the invective in Alcestis has little effect on plot progres-
sion, serving more as a diversion from the main action. The invective
scenes in Ajax, Medea and Antigone enrich the characterizations of the
speakers, while also possibly shocking the audience with the violence of
the feelings expressed. The invective in Philoctetes underlines how words
may replace actions, when there is no physical power, while those in Hip-
polytus and Oedipus the King demonstrate just how powerful those words
may be. There may be added layers of meaning to invective scenes, with
Peleus’ and Andromache’s words possibly having political significance to
the external audience. Sophocles’ Ajax has fascinating cases of reported
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and imagined invective, showing the power of the mind in intensifying
emotions. The dark humor introduced in some invective scenes would
also have been appreciated by the audience.

Whether invective scenes serve to release or escalate tensions de-
pends on the perspective from which the question is asked. Invective
scenes undoubtedly enhanced the audience experience of the tragedies
by heightening plot tension, while also intensifying sympathy with those
powerless characters who suffer verbal abuse and therefore contributing
to the experience of catharsis. On the other hand, characters may have
gained some short-lived relief from tension by venting their anger, alt-
hough any advantage gained is often quickly overturned. In Andromache,
Hermione may have gained some satisfaction not only by threatening
Andromache’s life, but also by insulting her in every way possible, re-
gardless of whether her words held any truth. After her father’s depar-
ture, however, Hermione’s despair leads her to consider suicide. In Hip-
polytus, the hate-filled invective delivered by Hippolytus against all
women in general, as well as against Phaedra in particular, may have al-
lowed him to defuse his anger when confronted by the Nurse, but it is
followed shortly by Phaedra’s suicide and then by his own death.

We may also ask whether invective leads to characters attaining their
goals, but this also has no simple answer. While spoken violence rarely
leads to physical violence by the speaker, the emotional impact of the
invective is often shown to have profound effects. In Andromache, Mene-
laus does leave after Peleus flings a tirade of invective at him but tries to
save face by claiming that he needs to go and attend to an insurrection.
In most cases where invective causes an action or reaction, the results
are disastrous. After Theseus condemns his son to death, he discovers
the young man was innocent. Oedipus curses the person who brought
the plague on Thebes and then discovers that he himself is that person.
Creon condemns Antigone to death and then suffers the loss of his son
and wife. One exception may be in Philoctetes where Philoctetes succeeds
in persuading Neoptolemus to return his bow, but then is forced by Her-
acles to join the Argives at Troy.*

30 For the possibility that Heracles is no other but Odysseus in disguise, see Roisman
2001.
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It is highly possible that the power of words was of interest to all
three tragedians when they used invective in their plays. The tragedies
are often thought to depict human suffering caused by the after-effects
of war. The use of invectives complements this but also highlights the
potential for harm from violent language as well as violent deeds. Dark
humor may, on the one hand, mitigate the impact of violence, but on the
other hand, individuals may experience intense shame when belittled or
laughed at.

Objectively it is difficult to compare the use of invective by the three
tragedians due to the uneven number of passages. However, it might be
possible to propose that in Sophocles, the characters sound completely
sincere in what they say in their verbal abuse against their oppo-
nents. The invective reflects their true opinions as well as their anger. If
Oedipus sounds less so, it is because he has less time to contemplate what
is occurring. Teiresias completely surprises him with what he reveals.
Aeschylus seems to connect invective more closely with incitement to
violence, but we do not have much to go on. In Euripidean invectives
there is more dark humor and sarcasm. The words the characters use are
intended to hurt the opponent, whether the speaker believes them to be
true or not.
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VERBAL IRONY AS INVECTIVE
IN ARISTOPHANES"

By Raquel Fornieles

Summary: This paper offers a first approach to verbal irony in Aristophanes’ comedies
as a linguistic resource of humour and invective. The purpose is twofold: firstly, to ex-
amine irony markers in order to explain their use in context and, secondly, to identify
patterns of comic invective in passages in which verbal irony comes into play.

Introduction

In his study focusing on Greek and Roman literature, Koster (1980: 39)
defines invective as a structured literary form whose aim is to use all ap-
propriate means to publicly discredit an individual in the context of the
values and norms prevailing at the time. It is common to associate invec-
tive with direct, very forceful, unkind and often rude criticism (Cam-
bridge Dictionary) and especially with insult. Indeed, direct insults in the
form of swear words are included amongst the many mechanisms of in-
vective identified by Koster (1980: 104). However, there are other, less
direct forms of insult and the author highlights the use of parody or of
figures of thought, such as irony, a figure of mitigation or understate-
ment, which is used to soften the expression. The latter is the one of par-
ticular interest in this paper and, as we shall see, it is closely related to
the former.

Establishing a definition of irony has been approached from many dif-
ferent perspectives.” Traditional semantics has interpreted irony as a

1 This study has been conducted as part of the research project “Indirect speech acts
and interaction in Ancient Greek” (PID2021-122489NB-100).
2 For abrief state of the art, see Fornieles 2023.

Raquel Fornieles: ‘Verbal Irony as Invective in Aristophanes’ C&M Supplementum 3
(2025) 81-100.
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phenomenon that functions thanks to the cognitive relations of anton-
ymy. Through the prism of rhetoric,’ irony is a figure of thought in which
a speaker - by means of words or prosodic elements, such as tone of voice
or intonation - implies the opposite of what he or she is thinking.* From
the point of view of pragmatics, irony is closely related to the situational
context, the intention of the speaker, and the interpretation of the inter-
locutor. Irony has generated an extensive literature, and different vari-
ants of it are usually distinguished, such as tragic irony, situational irony,
temporal irony and verbal irony. The latter is of most interest to us here,
and has been defined by Burgers et al. (2011: 190), amongst others, as “an
utterance with a literal evaluation that is implicitly contrary to its in-
tended evaluation.”

Irony has also been understood as a very useful device when a speaker
wants to express surprise by verbally pointing out the contrast between
what was expected to happen and what actually happened (Gibbs 1986;
Colston & Keller 1998). This perspective is very interesting for the study

3 Ancient rhetoricians dealt with irony. In his Ars Rhetorica, Anaximenes explains that
irony consists in saying something that one pretends not to say or naming things
with the opposite words. In Aristotle’s Rhetoric (1379b), irony is referred to as a sign
of disdain. However, in the Nicomachean Ethics (1127a and 1127b) it is presented as a
form of expressing modesty (often feigned), since Aristotle claims that the ironist
denies what belongs to him or downplays it. This offers a positive image of ironists,
since - from Aristotle’s point of view - they have a pleasant character and minimise
their virtues to avoid ostentation. Hermogenes is the rhetorician who offers a defi-
nition closest to the specific needs of the genre we are concerned with here. He ap-
proaches irony (cf. Hermog. Id. 365) as a form of expression of severity which, based
on the fact of saying the opposite of what one thinks, serves to make reproaches and
often also aims at mockery. This fits in very well with comedy. In the Latin rhetorical
tradition, Cicero and Quintilian break with the conception based on contraries by
semantic opposition and associate it with dissimulation (dissimulatio).

4 In terms of expressing the opposite, Aristotle also mentions (Arist. Poet. 1261a25)
augipolia, although this alludes rather to a semantic ambiguity, a term that the
speaker uses with a double meaning. The traditional definition of irony based on
rhetorical parameters as the action of saying the opposite of what one thinks has
received numerous criticisms based, above all, on the fact that the concept of ‘con-
tradiction’ is insufficient to unify all ironic phenomena. See, for instance, Kaufer
1981; Haverkate 1985 and 1990: 81; and Torres Sdnchez 1999: 6.
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of texts such as those examined in this work, since the surprise factor is
a common technique used by the poet to provoke a comic effect.

Although not always used for such purposes,” irony tends to be asso-
ciated with mockery, contempt and criticism. For this reason, it is often
associated with inciting negative effects in the interlocutor and is there-
fore a powerful tool in contexts of invective. In this sense, the interest
that irony has aroused in studies of verbal (im)politeness is particularly
relevant.

Some scholars have considered irony as a prototypical politeness
strategy. However, there are also those who argue that it is a truly effec-
tive weapon for expressing impolite utterances that appear to be polite.
In this regard, Culpeper 1996° refers to it as ‘sarcasm” and defines it as
the use of strategies of politeness that are obviously insincere in the ser-
vice of social disharmony. Therefore, according to Culpeper, we are deal-
ing with a mechanism of mock politeness.® The speaker pretends to be po-
lite by using specific linguistic politeness devices but is really criticizing
and even humiliating his interlocutor.

Let us now look at an example. In the following passage, despite de-
scribing Demosthenes in a positive light (xpnotdc) Aeschines is disparag-
ing him (Aeschin. 2.36):

5 Itisalso possible to find passages in which, by resorting to irony, the speaker’s words
do not exclusively have a negative intention. In terms of verbal politeness, irony can
sometimes also have a positive effect on the speaker’s face. Thus, irony is a device
that humiliates the interlocutor but also reinforces the speaker’s face. There are also
situations in which irony is used as a means of flattery. On other occasions, irony can
be used both to criticize and to praise the speaker. This example given by Alba Juez
1995: 11 is illustrative: “Suppose that I have a friend who is not very self-confident
and after an examination he says: ‘I'm going to fail this exam. I did it all wrong’. After
some days I meet him, and he tells me that he has passed the exam with a very good
mark. Then I could ironically say: ‘Oh, yes, you have failed, you did it all wrong, you
are a very bad student.’ In this particular context I would be criticizing and praising
my friend at the same time.”

6 See also Culpeper 2015.

7 1t is very difficult to pinpoint the boundary between irony and sarcasm (cf., e.g.
Kreuz 2020: 26-29, who defines sarcasm as a type of verbal irony). Those who have
tried to make a distinction argue that sarcasm, as opposed to the feigned mockery
implied by irony, aims at a biting and cruel offence.

8 See also, amongst others, Lachenicht 1990; Jorgensen 1996; and Bousfield 2008.
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Eneidr] & €@’ NUAOV avt@v €yevoueda, 6podpa mavy okLBpwTAcag O
XPNoTog ovTool AnpocOévng, drodwAekévar pe €pn trv oAV Kal
TOUG GUHUAXOUG.

Now when we were by ourselves, our worthy colleague Demosthe-
nes put on an exceedingly sour face and declared that I had ruined
the city and the allies.’

The audience picks up on the irony in this attack thanks, amongst other
things, to their shared knowledge and the extralinguistic context. Aes-
chines and Demosthenes are rivals, and the audience is aware of this. It
is therefore obvious that Aeschines is not of the opinion that Demosthe-
nes is a noble, good and serviceable man (xpnotdg), but quite the con-
trary. Verbal or linguistic context is also essential for the correct inter-
pretation of the ironic utterance. The use of ovtosi with an adjective
with positive connotations (xpnotdg) but uttered in a mocking tone can
only be understood in terms of irony. Moreover, as Serafim rightly points
out in his analysis of this passage,'® here Aeschines attempts to reveal
Demosthenes’ true character by describing his face as extremely grim
(0@ddpa oxvBpwmdoag). This would indicate he is a cruel and violent
character, far removed from what would be expected of a xpnotdg man.

The studies I have carried out so far on the speeches reflecting the
confrontation between Aeschines and Demosthenes'' seem to indicate
that irony does not mitigate the violence of the verbal attacks but quite
the contrary. The ironist enhances or intensifies the negative and violent
effect of such attacks. However, in the following pages I focus on Aris-

9 Translation taken from Adams 1919.

10 See Serafim 2022: 130.

11 Cf. Fornieles 2022, 2024 and forthcoming. In these papers, I conclude that irony is a
device of impoliteness, but it is important to remember in these cases that the
speaker’s intention is always to belittle and discredit his opponent.
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tophanes’ comedy, a different genre in which another pragmatic phe-
nomenon must be considered. I am referring to humour, a powerful tool
of social and political criticism."

Verbal irony and humour

In pragmatic terms, humour is explained as “the replacement of an acti-
vated semantic frame by a new one, which is unexpected.”” It has also
been understood as the overlapping of two semantic frames that are in-
herently opposed, which justifies its contrastive character.*

Although it is generally accepted that irony and humour are two dif-
ferent pragmatic phenomena, they are closely related. According to
studies that focus on the history of the concept of irony,"” it would have
initially been linked to humour and mockery. Ballart (1994: 40) has even
placed the origin of verbal irony in Greek comedy. He argues that irony
originates in the stereotypical duel between the naivety of the victim
(GAalwv, a presumptuous fool) and the dissimulation of the ironist
(elpwv,'® a character who pretends to agree with his opponent to drag
him into absurdity with the complicity of the audience).

Wolfsdorf has linked irony in Aristophanes’ comedies to dissimula-
tion'” but also to lying and argues that it is a cunning and devious dissim-
ulation by which the ironist shows himself to be kind, good, or simply
innocent but is in fact selfish and harmful. Thus, the speaker succeeds in
disarming his interlocutor with words and defeating him. In terms of
verbal politeness, he or she would be saving his face.™

12 On comic invective in general see the papers included in Papaioannou & Serafim
2021. Amongst these, Konstantakos’ contribution focuses on Aristophanes’ Wasps.

13 Rodriguez Rosique & Provencio Garrigds 2012: 251.

14 See Raskin 1985 or Attardo 1994 and 2001.

15 See, for instance, Schoentjes 2003 and Jankélevitch 1982.

16 See Gil Fernandez 1995: 25. Eipwv is first attested in Aristophanes’ Clouds as opposed
to the &dAalwv (cf. Ar. Nub. 449).

17 See also Luarsabishvili 2019.

18 AsIhave explained in previous publications, the concept of face (created by Goffman
1967) was taken and developed by Brown & Levinson 1987. Broadly speaking, every
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Irony markers in Aristophanes’ comic invective

Ancient Greek has linguistic mechanisms (amongst others, markers of
evidentiality, superlatives, diminutives, repetitions, puns, rhetorical
questions or lexical-semantical markers) that allow us to identify ironic
utterances. These irony markers provide us with many clues. However,
for an ironic utterance to be interpreted correctly, a certain shared
knowledge between speaker and audience is necessary.

The following pages aim to offer a first approach to verbal irony as a
mechanism of invective in Aristophanic comedy. To do so, I will look at
some of these irony markers to explain them in context and to identify
some patterns of comic invective.

Attacks may be carried out in the private sphere, in relationships be-
tween friends or family members, which seems to reflect a more emo-
tional or personal invective. The initial passages place us in the prologue
of Clouds. Strepsiades, ruined, laments and refers to his son Phidippides
in these terms (Ar. Nub. 8-10):

AN’ 008’ 0 XpnoTog oUTOGL VEXViag
gyelpetat TAG VUKTOG, GAAG TépdeTal
€V TEVTE 6100paLG EYKEKOPOUANUEVOC.

Neither does this excellent youth awake through the night; but takes
his ease, wrapped up in five blankets."

Xpnotdg is a generic term for praise® but Strepsiades utters it ironically
to describe Phidippides, for he is not ‘excellent’ but a useless and lazy
young man. In truth, his son has led him into debt because of his exces-
sive love of horses. Such ironic expressions are very common in Greek

individual has two faces, a positive one (the need to be appreciated in the community
to which he or she belongs) and a negative one (the need to preserve his or her pri-
vacy).

19 Greek texts are taken from Wilson’s 2007 edition of the comedies of Aristophanes
except for Birds (from Henderson 2000). Translations of Clouds are borrowed from
Hickie 1853.

20 LSJ and Olson 2021: 64,
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oratory.” In fact, the passage is reminiscent of the example given in the
introduction, where Aeschines refers to Demosthenes in the same terms
(0 XxpnoTog ovTOOL ANUocOEVN).

Shortly afterwards, Strepsiades curses having married his wife, the
mother of his son. He alludes to her with another adjective with positive
connotations (&ya04g) in a clearly mocking way to emphasize his bitter-
ness against his wife’s pretensions (Ar. Nub. 59-65):*

OT1L T®V TaxeL®V vetifelg OpuaAAidwv.
peta tadf’, Snwg vV €yéved’ vidg ovToOt,
guol e On kal Tfj yovouki tayadf,

Tepl ToOVOUaTog d1) "vredBev éAodopovpedar
1] MEV Yap 1oV mpooetifel mpog toUvoud,
EavOurov fj Xaipinrov | KaAAnidny,

€yw O¢ To0 manmov TIéunv @edwvidnyv.

After this, when this son was born to us, to me, forsooth, and to my
excellent wife, we squabbled then about the name: for she was for
adding hippos to the name, Xanthippus, or Charippus, or Callipides;
but I was for giving him the name of his grandfather, Phidonides.

In the prologue of Birds, two friends, Peisetaerus and Euelpides are walk-
ing through a rocky spot. Each of them is holding a bird that is supposed
to show them where Tereus, the hoopoe, is. Suddenly, they meet one of
Tereus’ servants (also a bird) and the three of them get scared. The birds
carried by both friends fly away (Ar. Av. 86-91):

Ev. ofpot kakodaipwv, X® KoAotdg poixetat
0o o0 déouc.

Ile. @ de1Aétatov ov Onpiov,

deloag AQfKag TOV KOAO1OV.

Ev. €iné pot,

oL O€ TNV KOpWVNV 0UK AQTKAG KATATECWYV;
ITe. pa Al o0k €ywye.

21 Dover 1968: 93.
22 Dover 1968: 101.
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Ev. o0 ydp €0T’;
Ile. gréntaro.
Ev. o0k &p’ dofikag; Gydd’, k¢ &vdpeiog el.

[EUELPIDES] Oh! my god! it was sheer fear that made me lose my jay.
[PEISETAERUS] Ah! you big coward! were you so frightened that you
let go your jay? [EUELPIDES] And did you not lose your crow, when
you fell sprawling on the ground? Tell me that. [PEISETAERUS] Not at
all. [EUELPIDES] Where is it, then? [PEISETAERUS] It flew away.
[EUELPIDES] And you did not let it go? Oh! you brave fellow!*

Irony is easily identifiable in the attribution of the adjective dvdpeiog to
Peisetaerus, since he has been as cowardly (8e1Ad¢) as Peisetaerus had
reproached Euelpides for being. Euelpides intention is to mock his friend.

Diminutives used in an ironic sense are also a common device in Aris-

tophanes’ comedies. Strepsiades addresses Socrates in Clouds thus (Ar.
Nub. 743-47):*

Tw. &Y’ ATpEUar KAV GTOpTiG Tt TV VONUATWY,
doeic Emelde, kdTa Tfi yvoun ndAwv

kivnoov adig adtd kai {uyhOpioov.

1. @ Zwkpatidiov giAtatov.

Tw. T, @ Yépov;

IT. £Xw TOKOU YVWUNV ATTOCTEPNTIKNV.

[SOCRATES] Keep quiet; and if you be puzzled in any one of your con-
ceptions, leave it and go; and then set your mind in motion again, and
lock it up. [STREPSIADES] O dearest little Socrates! [SOCRATES]
What, old man? [STREPSIADES] I have got a device for cheating them
of the interest.

The use of diminutives in appellatives is a sign of affection and trust be-

tween speaker and interlocutor. However, Strepsiades does not trust
Socrates and does not use the diminutive to express affection. Instead,

23
24

Translations of Birds are taken from O’Neill 1938.
Cf. also Ar. Nub. 223.
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he clearly intends to mock him through his use of irony.” The lexicon
also favours the ironic interpretation, and the superlative @iAtatov is to
be understood in the same sense. The philosopher is not dear to Strepsi-
ades either, although he calls him ‘dearest’ (piAtatov).

As we can see, the presence of several irony markers in the same pas-
sage is frequent and it is not easy to discern which of them triggers the
irony. The same is true in the following example from Acharnians. Dicae-
opolis, who has gone to borrow Telephus’ beggar disguise from Euripi-
des, speaks to the poet, who complains of being disturbed, in the follow-
ing way (Ar. Ach. 457-79):

Ev. drmeAO€ vov pot.

At udAAG pot 30¢ Ev uévov,

KOTUAIOKLOV TO XETAOG ATTIOKEKPOUUEVOV.

Ev. @Beipov AaPwv t68™ 168’ dxAnpog wv d6uoig.
At oGmw ud A’ 0169 of” a0TdC épydlet kakd.
GAN’, @ yAvkbtat’ Evpinidn, touti uévov
dd¢ pot, xutpidiov omoyyiw PeBuopévov.

Ev. OvOpwr’, dpatpricet e TV Tpaywdiav:
aneAOe tavtnvi Aafodv.

Av. amépyopat.

kaitol tf Spdow; Sel yap £véc, oD ur| TuxV
dméAw)’. dkovoov, & yAvkdtat’ Evpimidn:
Touti AaPwv dmetpt Koo mpdoely’ ETu

€1g 10 omupidiov ioxvd pot uAAeia ddg.

Ev. dmoAeic 1. 1800 oot. ¢poldd pot T dpaparta.
At GAN’ 00OKET', GAN” dmeut. Kal ydp iy’ dyav
OXANPAG, oL SOKAV HE KOLPEVOUG OTUYETV.
ofpot KakodalHwV, WG ATOAwA’. Enedadounv
év Omép éoTt MdvTa pot T& mpdyuata.,
Evpinidiov, ® yAvkitatov kai piltatov,
KAK1oT' dmololuny, €1 ti 6" aitoay’ €tt,
TANV €V UOVOV, TOUTL UOVOV, TOUTL UOVOV:
oKAVIIKG pot 800G untpdOev dedeyuévog.

25 On the use of diminutives in relation to the specific pragmatic aims of the speakers,
see Meluzzi 2017.
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Ev. avnp 0Ppiler kAfie TNKTa dwUdTWV.

[EURIPIDES] Leave me in peace. [DICAEOPOLIS] Just one thing more,
but one, a little tankard with a broken rim. [EURIPIDES] Here. Now be
off. You trouble us; begone. [DICAEOPOLIS] You know not yet what ill
you do yourself, Sweet, dear Euripides, but one thing more, give me
a little pitcher, plugged with sponge. [EURIPIDES] Fellow, you're tak-
ing the whole tragedy. Here, take it and begone. [DICAEOPOLIS] I'm
going now. And yet! There’s one thing more, which if I get not 'm
ruined. Sweetest, best Euripides. With this I'll go, and never come
again. Give me some withered leaves to fill my basket. [EURIPIDES]
You'll slay me! Here! My plays are disappearing. [DICAEOPOLIS]
Enough! I go. Too troublesome by far am I, not witting that the chief-
tains hate me! Good Heavens! I'm ruined. I had clean forgotten. The
thing whereon my whole success depends. My own Euripides, my
best and sweetest, perdition seize me if I ask aught else save this one
thing, this only, only this, give me some chervil, borrowing from your
mother. [EURIPIDES] The man insults us. Shut the palace up.”

The parody is more than evident. Dicaeopolis mocks Euripides and ad-
dresses him ironically with the superlative of the adjective yAvkig
(‘sweet’), which has nothing to do with the sour character depicted by
the playwright. He repeats it up to three times and, on the final occasion,
he also uses the diminutive Evpirtidiov with a clear ironic and comic in-
tention. As in the case of Strepsiades and Socrates, Dicaeopolis has no
confidence in Euripides, and diminutives are not used as an expression
of affection either. The poet is not dear to Dicaeopolis either, even
though he calls him ‘my best’ (¢iAtatov) and ‘sweetest’ (yAvkUtatov).
Both superlatives exaggerate the mockery and emphasize the contempt
that Dicaeopolis really feels towards Euripides. The end of the passage is
the finishing touch of the mockery, as the public knows that Aristopha-
nes often makes jokes about Euripides’ mother by calling her a greengro-
cer. Finally, Euripides himself clarifies the intention behind Dicaeopolis’
words, as he claims that he is insulting him and his mother.

26 Translation taken from Rogers 1930.
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As we can see from the examples, the presence of lexical-semantic
markers (almost always adjectives with a positive connotation used with
a negative intention) makes it easier to identify ironic utterances. In this
respect, some of the most interesting terms in Aristophanes’ comedies
are the adjective co@dg and its derivatives.” Let us now focus on the agon
between Aeschylus and Euripides in Frogs. As Dover points out® the con-
test is an aywv coglag (Ar. Ran. 882), a competition between two wise
men (co@oiv &vdpoiv, Ar. Ran. 896) to decide who is wiser (Ondtepog €in
TNV TEXVNV 00QPWOTEPOG, Ar. Ran. 780). The winner is Aeschylus and in his
valediction to Pluto, he lays claim to supremacy in cogia by saying: ‘But
you hand over my throne to Sophocles to guard and preserve, if I ever
come here again. For him I judge to be second in talent’ (toGtov yap éyw
/ copia kpivw Sebtepov ival, Ar. Ran. 1516-19). I agree with Dover that
‘wise’ (as well as ‘clever’ or ‘sage’) is an appropriate translation of co@dg,
but that does not mean that it should always be understood literally.
Yo can also be used ironically,” as in the following example (Ar. Ran.
1151-57):

AL A€y’ €tepov abT@ oL & émitrpet To PAGRo.
AL “6wTNp YEVOD UOt GOUHAXOG T AiTOVUEVW.
KW yap €i¢ yiv Tvde ki katépxopat.”

Ev. 8i¢ TadToV Auiv einev 6 co@dg AloxvAog.
At )¢ i

Ev. okOmeL T PR Eyw d€ oot Qpaow.

“Nkw yap €ig yiv,” enot, “kai katépxouar”
“NKkw” d¢ TadTOV €0T1 TG “Katépyopat”.

[DIONYSUS] Recite him another one, and you watch for the mistake.
[AESCHYLUS] “Be now, I pray, my ally and savior, for I've come back
to this land and return”. [EURIPIDES] The sage Aeschylus has told us
the same thing twice. [DIONYSUS] How twice? [EURIPIDES] Look at

27 On this family of words, see Cavallero 2006.
28 See Dover 1993: 12.
29 See Slater 1954: 195.
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the expression, and I'll show you. “I've come back to this land”, he

says, “and return”; but “coming back to” is the same as “returning”.*

Euripides does not intend to praise Aeschylus, but to criticize him by us-
ing a lexicon that implies a positive evaluation, as is the case with other
adjectives such as xpnotdg, kaAdg or de€10¢. In other words, he is insult-
ing him in a very polite way. Shortly beforehand, Euripides had also
mocked Aeschylus’ skill by criticizing the obscurity of his prologues de-
spite referring to him as a 8¢€16¢ poet (Ar. Ran. 1119-22):

Kal Unv €’ avtovg Tovg TpoAdyous cov Tpédoualt,
Onw¢ To Tp®TOV TG Tparywdiag HEPOG

TpWTIoTOV adTod Pacaviw Tos de€10D.

doa@ng yap v év Tf @pdoel TGV TpayudTwy.

Well then I'll turn me to your prologues now. Beginning first to test
the first beginning of this fine poet’s plays. Why he’s obscure even in
the enunciation of the facts.

In this case the invective does not occur within the family or amongst
friends (real or pretended), but as part of a public confrontation staged
by Aristophanes between the two poets in Frogs. The agon resembles a
trial and there is much at stake. As in forensic speeches, the speaker’s
purpose is to convince those who are judging (in this case Dionysus) to
vote in his favour. The verdict will largely depend on the contestant’s
skills in oratory, and it is very common for the speakers (in this case the
poets) to attack their opponent’s face and try to save their own face. It is
therefore not unusual for the speaker to pretend to be polite when he or
she really means to be impolite (mock politeness). Euripides’ intention is
thus to discredit his opponent (Aeschylus), to mock him without openly
insulting him (which would be a threat to his own face), to undermine his

30 Translations of Frogs are borrowed from Henderson 2002.
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ethos® and to ridicule him by presenting a comic caricature that causes
the audience to laugh.

Another pattern of comic invective that can be identified in the

speaker’s use of irony is to attack the socio-economic status of others.
Let us now place ourselves in Wealth. Chremylus talks to an old woman
who has been abandoned by her now-wealthy young lover and laments
the terrible injustices she has suffered (Ar. Plut. 974-1005):

31

Xp. 0UKOLV €pEiG avDoaoa TOV KVIGHOV Tiva;
['p. &xové vuv. fjv poi T1 uetpdxiov @idov,
TEVIXPOV PEV, GAAWG & €0MPIGWTIOV Kol KAAOV
Kol Xpnotév- €1 ydp tov denbeinv €yw,

anavt €moiel KOOUIWG Hot Katl KAADG

gyw & €kelvw mAvT av avBumnpétouy.

Xp. ti & fv & T1 6oV pdAiot’ 2810’ xdotors;
Tp. 00 TOAAG Kol ydp Ekvoping W AOXOVETO.
AN apyvpiov dpaxuag av ftne’ eikootv

€lg lpdatiov, Oktw & v €ig vodNuaTH

Kal Taig adeA@aiq dyopdoat XITWVioV
gkéNevoev av tf] untpi 6 tuatidiov:

Top&dV T av €0enOn uediuvwyv teTtdpwy.

Xp. 00 TOAAG Toivuv, ua tov AndAAw, Taltd ye
glpnkag, dAAa dfidov 11 6 Roxvvero.

[p. kai tadta toivuy ovy €vekev piontiog
aitelv u €paockev, GAAa piAiag obveka,

Tva TOOUOV TUATIOV POP&OV UEUVTTO Hov.

Xp. Aéyelg €pOHVT dvOpwTOV EKVOULWTATA.

[p. &AN’ o0x1 VOV 0 POeAVpOg €Tt TOV VoDV €xel
TOV a0TOV, GAAG TTOAD pebEsTnreV TAVL.

€U0l yap avT@ TOV TAAKODVTA TOUTOVL

Kal TdAAa taml o mivakog Tpaynuata
EnOVTa mepPdong vmemovong 6 6ti

This is a very common technique in oratory. An example like the one given here can
be seen in Dem. 19.126, where Demosthenes mocks Aeschines by referring to him as
6 50dG kol Jetvdg 00Tog kai elpwvog. On negative ethopoiia in Attic oratory, see
Serafim 2020: 92-111.
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€ig Eomépav fi€orpu—

Xp. T1 6" €dpac’; einé yot.

[p. dunta npocanénepPev NUiv TouToVvi,

¢’ @ T ékeloe undémoté W €NOeTv £11,

kol pd¢ éml ToUToIg einev dmoméunwy 8t
“néAo ot foav EAkipol MiAfator.”

Xp. dfidov 811 Tobg Tpdémoug Tic 00 HoxONpdS Av.
EMEITA TAOUTQV OUKED’ T{deTat QK]

[CHREMYLUS] Just what sort of banging are you talking about? [OLD
WOMAN] Listen to this. I had a boyfriend, penniless but very good
looking, fine, and honest Whenever I asked him a favor, he accommo-
dated me in fine fashion, and I did him all the same services. [CHRE-
MYLUS] What did he typically want from you? [OLD WOMAN] Not
much; he was extraordinarily modest. He'd request twenty silver
drachmas for a coat, and eight for a pair of shoes; and he’d want me
to buy little dresses for his sisters, and a little wrap for his mother;
and he’d need four bushels of grain. [CHREMYLUS] That’s certainly
not very much. I agree; he was clearly being modest. [0OLD WOMAN]
And he’d stress that his reason for asking was not greed but affection:
when he was wearing that coat he would think of me. [CHREMYLUS]
There was a fellow extraordinarily in love. [OLD WOMAN] But nowa-
days that shunk hasn’t got the same attitude; he’s completely changed
his tune. You see, when I sent him this pie and the other munchies on
the tray here, with a message that I'd visit him this evening— [CHRE-
MYLUS] What did he do, I'd like to know? [OLD WOMAN] He sent it all
back, along with this cheesecake, on condition that I never visit him
again, and on top of that he added “One upon a time the Milesians
were formidable”. [CHREMYLUS] He obviously wasn’t a person of
shiftless character. Now that he’s rich, he’s lost his taste for lentil
soup; before that poverty made him eat anything.**

The old woman describes her lover as a handsome (e0npdownov), good
(kaAdv) and honest (xpnotdv) young man. However, although she claims

that the young man did not ask for much (o0 moAAd&) and that he was a

32 Translation taken from Henderson 2002.
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modest man who respected her (u foxVveto), it seems feasible that he
was taking advantage of her by asking for too much money (almost dou-
ble the price) to buy a cloak and a pair of shoes.”® To mock the woman,
Chremylus echoes her words - which in Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance
Theory is explained as an echo utterance - by assuring her that he did
not, in fact, ask much of her (00 moAA& toivuv) and that he respected her
(dfidov 8116’ Roxvvero). Irony is used here to ridicule the utterance ech-
oed and, consequently, belittle the speaker.*

The use of the evidential dfjAov on two occasions should also be noted.
AfAov is an expression of epistemic modality with which the speaker ex-
presses absolute certainty. However, Chremylus’ intention here is not to
state that he is certain that the young man is not a miserable man (o0
poxOnpdc), but quite the opposite. He intends, on the one hand, to belit-
tle him and, on the other, to laugh at the woman.

Attacks on the social position of the interlocutor are often related to
his or her profession, as Peisetaerus exemplifies here (Ar. Av. 1420-26):

L. TTep®V TTEPQV O€T pr) VO TO devTepOV.

ITe. p@v €00V MeAA VNG TéTedOat Stavoef;

Tu. pa Al, GAAG KANTAp ElPt VNOLWTIKOG

KAl OUKOQAVTNG—

Tle. @ pakdpie Thg TéEXVNS.

. kai mpayuatodieng. eita Séouat nrepd Aapwv
KUKAW Ttep1oofPeiv tag moAelg KaAoUUEVOG.

[SYCOPHANT] Ask no questions. I want wings and wings I must have.
[PEISETAERUS] Do you want to fly straight to Pellene? [SYCOPHANT]
1?7 Why, I am an accuser of the islands, a sycophant... [PEISETAERUS]
A fine trade, truly! (& poakdpie tfg téxvng) [SYCOPHANT] ... a

33 See Sommerstein 2001: 200: “In the early 380s a cheap but respectable cloak might
cost about 11 drachmas and a pair of shoes about 3% drachmas. If the Young Man
was taking as much advantage as he dared of his mistress’s besotted state, it is not
implausible that he might ask for roughly double these sums so as to be able to buy
top-quality goods.”

34 See Sperber & Wilson 1981.
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hatcher of lawsuits. Hence I have great need of wings to prowl round
the cities and drag them before justice.

Peisetaerus obviously does not think that being a sycophant is a good
occupation, even if he refers to it in positive terms. He is mocking his
interlocutor, and irony is easily recognizable to the spectators, for they
know from the prologue that the comic hero, fed up with denunciations,
left Athens to build a city free of those who made life in Athens very dif-
ficult.

The attack on menial jobs is another pattern of comic invective in
which irony plays an interesting role. In Knights, Demosthenes derides
the Sausage-seller thus (Ar. Eq. 240-41):

0010C, Ti PEVYEIS; 00 UEVELS; @ YEVVESa
dAAavtomt®dAa, ur TpoddG T TPAYUATA.

What! are you for running away? Come, come, stand firm, bold Sau-
sage-seller, do not betray us.

The irony marker this time is an oxymoron.”> No matter how dignified
his job may be, it is not characterized by the nobility and generosity that
the adjective yevvadag denotes (‘noble’, ‘generous’). In fact, Aristopha-
nes attributes this same adjective in Assemblywomen’® to Myronides, a
highly successful general during the Persian invasions and into the mid-
450s.

Finally, I present a passage in which irony is used to discredit a states-
man. In Assemblywoman Praxagora is asked what would happen if Cepha-
lus (a distinguished orator who ran a pottery business) confronted her in
an abusive manner. She is clear about this. If the man insults her, she will
answer him with another insult (Ar. Ec. 249-54):

35 Similar examples can be found in other corpora. Cf,, e.g., Hom. 0d. 17.375, where An-
tinous refers to the swineherd Eumaeus as a ‘notorious swineherd’ (& &piyvwre
ouPp®ta) or Dem. 18.129, where Demosthenes ridicules Aeschines calling him a “con-
summate bit-part actor” (tpitaywviotrv dkpov).

36 Cf. Ar. Eccl. 303-4: GAN oUxi, Mupwvidng / 8T fipxev 6 yevvddag. Henderson 2002: 281
translates “Never in the good old days, with noble Myronides in charge.”
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Ip. PrIowW TAPAPPOVELV ADTOV.

T'v% GAAG To0TO Ye {0001 TTAVTEG.

IIp. GAAG Kal YeAayXoAdv.

['v a. kai To0T {oaotv.

Ip. GAAG Kal Ta TpuPAia

KaK®G kepapevery, TNV 8¢ méAv €0 kai kaAdg.

[PRAXAGORA] I'll say he’s crazy. [FIRST WOMAN] But everyone knows
that. [PRAXAGORA] Well, I'll say he’s a dangerous psycopath. [FIRST
WOMAN] Everyone knows that too. [PRAXAGORA] Then I'll say that
a man who makes such crummy crockery will do a terrific job mak-
ing the city go to pot.”’

Some concluding remarks

The previous pages have offered a first approach to the use of irony as a
mechanism of invective in Aristophanes’ comedy. To this end, some
markers of verbal irony have been examined in order to explain how
they work and to identify some patterns of comic invective.

As I have demonstrated, it is the lexicon - usually adjectives with pos-
itive connotations used with a negative intention (to criticize, to dis-
credit, to insult, to ridicule, etc.) - that allows us to recognize ironic ut-
terances most easily. However, there are other irony markers in contexts
of invective, such as oxymoron, evidentials, diminutives, superlatives,
repetitions and echo utterances. Many of these contribute towards exag-
gerating the mockery or verbal attack and all are resources also used by
the poet to provoke laughter. The combination of several of these mark-
ers of irony is very frequent and it is not always possible to discern which
triggers the irony. In this sense, both the linguistic and extralinguistic
context is fundamental, as it provides the necessary clues for the utter-
ances to be interpreted as ironic.

From the examples examined we can see that in Aristophanes’ come-
dies attacks involving irony can take place both in the public sphere (an

37 Translation taken from Henderson 2002.
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invective more oriented to attack the opponent and undermine his ethos)
and in the private sphere (a more emotional type of invective). In all
these cases, the ironist intends to show his superiority over his or her
interlocutor, and mock him or her and insult, discredit, ridicule or criti-
cize his or her character or behaviour.
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BOUNDARIES AND LIMITATIONS:
THE FEATURES OF INVECTIVE
IN ATTIC FORENSIC
PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPEECHES*

By Andreas Serafim

Summary: This paper examines two forms of constraint that affect each other in the
corpus of surviving speeches of Attic forensic oratory: the legal boundaries between
speeches, i.e. those delivered in public and private cases, and what limitations these im-
pose on an orator’s ability to use features and forms of invective.

Classical scholarship on orators has so far suggested that the distinction
between public and private speech had implications for the use of argu-
ments and rhetorical techniques for persuasion - what I call ‘rhetorics.’
Although there is no consensus on how and to what extent this distinc-
tion truly differentiates ‘rhetorics’, important works argue persuasively
in favour of some kind of differentiation. Students of oratory, for exam-
ple, will benefit from the work of Rubinstein, who points out that the way
in which the cognitive, and especially the emotional, state of the audi-
ence is established or changed depends, among other things, on the rhe-
torical character of speeches.' I myself argue that the legal character
leads to a different frequency - but not different techniques - in the use

I would like to thank Professor Costis Apostolakis for reading and commenting on an
earlier draft of this article, which is dedicated to the memory of my teacher at the
University of Texas at Austin, Paul Woodruff (28 August 1943-23 September 2023).
Paul was an inspiring philosopher, a devoted teacher, a prolific researcher, and a
mentor who kept the light of education shining brightly in the hearts and minds of
future generations.

1 Rubinstein 2004: 187-203; 2005: 129-45.

Andreas Serafim: ‘Boundaries and Limitations: The Features of Invective in Attic Foren-
sic Public and Private Speeches’ C&M Supplementum 3 (2025) 101-141.
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of patterns of comic invective,” religious discourse,’ and imperatives and
subjunctives, which, as noted in a recent article, are used in the same way
in two types of generic dichotomy, i.e. public/private speech and de-
fence/prosecution, albeit with different frequency.* In Religious Discourse
in Attic Oratory and Politics, 1 put forward the argument that “orators use
[religious discourse] in accordance with the rules and norms of the insti-
tutional context in which they give a speech because it is thought that
the Athenians voted differently, according to the speaking context and
institutional setting in which they were called to make decisions.”

The scholarly studies that emphasize the different techniques that are
the result of different rhetorical matrices of the genre draw on the prin-
ciples of New Institutionalism theory: different institutions have differ-
ent ‘logics of appropriateness’ that determine the way discourses inter-
act and influence society. Socio-cultural structures called ‘institutions’
create the framework within which the actions of individuals and groups
take place, in accordance with the label of extroverted behaviour (i.e.
both speech and action) that this framework entails. An institution, to
put it another way, is

a relatively enduring collection of rules and organized practices, em-
bedded in structures of meaning and resources that are relatively in-
variant in the face of turnover of individuals and relatively resilient
to the idiosyncratic preferences and expectations of individuals and
changing external circumstances. There are structures of meaning,
embedded in identities and belongings: common purposes and ac-
counts that give direction and meaning to behaviour, and explain, jus-
tify, and legitimate behavioural codes. Institutionalism emphasizes
the endogenous nature and social construction of political institu-
tions. Institutions are not simply equilibrium contracts among self-

2 Serafim 2021c: 65-79.
Serafim 2020: 23-42; 2021: 65-79; 2021a, chapters 1 and 2. On the different uses of
religious discourse, depending on the character of the speeches, see also Martin
2009: 135-36, 211.

4 Serafim 2021b: 388-417 on the use of imperatives; and Serafim 2022: 299-317 on sub-
junctives in public and private court speeches.

5 Serafim 2021a: 64.
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seeking, calculating individual actors or arenas for contending social
forces. They are collections of structures, rules, and standard operat-
ing procedures.*

To act appropriately is to act according to the institutionalized practices
that result from a collective and mutual understanding of what is true,
reasonable, natural, right, and good in a particular context, i.e. in a des-
ignated venue where any kind of behaviour and action takes place; an
occasion that may have a temporal, procedural (e.g. a ceremony or a
speech delivered in court), and cultural-ethical character. Rules and
practices define what is normal, what is expected, what can be relied
upon, and what is appropriate in a particular context or community.’
But we need not overdo it with the observance of boundaries in an-
cient literature, as I think E.M. Harris does when he fervently argues that
“the Athenians took the boundaries between genres very seriously and
expected them to be respected.”® The sharp difference in style between
poetry and prose/rhetoric described by Aristotle and Quintilian may not
have been so sharp, definitive, and crystal clear in practice, as the an-
cient sources mention that an orator is always successful when he uses
acting techniques to captivate and win over the target audience. This
seems to indicate that acting skills and talents were not limited to the
theatre.’ I argue that the theorists of antiquity do not always accurately
describe practice. A notable example of this failure can be found in the
Rhetoric to Alexander 1441b24-29, where orators are admonished to use
humour and laughter-inducing techniques only in public speeches. How-
ever, the surviving scripts of the public speeches show how widespread
the use of these techniques was in the courtroom. As I argue elsewhere,
“it is true that public speeches are about major issues that concern the
polis, and this creates the necessary conditions for using prayers in them,

6 March & Olsen 2005: 4.

7 Further on New Institutionalism: Merton 1938: 672-82; Simon 1965; Pitkin 1967;
Meyer & Rowan 1977; Kratochwil 1984: 695-708; Apter 1991: 463-81; Weaver & Rock-
man 1993; March & Olsen 1995; Egeberg 2003.

8 Harris 2017: 238-39.

9 Serafim 2017: 81-82 with references to important scholarly discussions on this
topic.
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with the aim of functioning as a means of engaging the divine in the en-
terprise of protecting the polis. But private cases are equally connected
with public interests - thus, acquiring a heightened level of significance
for the civic/political community. We should also bear in mind that pub-
lic speeches (as Dem. 18 is) are also about personal matters that are in-
extricably woven with civic/collective affairs. As C. Ando and J. Riipke
point out in their important volume Public and Private in Ancient Mediter-
ranean Law and Religion, the level of interconnectivity between public and
private is heightened in antiquity.”*

Before turning to the topic of this article, namely the way and the ex-
tent to which the distinction between public and private speech affects
the means of invective available to an orator in court, it is essential to
define the notion of invective, i.e. what it is and what characteristics
scholars believe it had in the extensive corpus of ancient Greek and Ro-
man literature. Invective is a cultural phenomenon. Invective is more
than a rhetorical practice intended to serve the aims of speakers in court
or in the assembly. It is an adversarial mode of behaviour with a signifi-
cant cultural cache when it comes to contrasting values, norms, ideas,
even civic/ethnic communities and groups of people. In my view, there
is a subtle difference between psogos and (what is called in the interna-
tional bibliography) invective, at least for the period this paper exam-
ines, i.e. Classical Athens of the fourth century BCE: the former can have
an ‘innocent’, pedagogical, and instructive character, as when Attic ora-
tors criticize the demos on how to think of and act for the best interests
of the polis.' A similar semantic distinction is found in Thucydides be-
tween aitia and katnyopia (‘accusation’), both of which are roughly
translated as ‘accusation’ or ‘blame’. The first refers to friends who err
and aims to admonish them; the second refers to enemies who do wrong.
That aitia has the tone of benign criticism instead of an authoritative or
abrasive accusation against a recipient of speech is clear from Thucydi-
des 1.69.6, where the Corinthians want to constructively criticize the

10 Serafim 2022: 98-99. Cf. Ando & Riipke 2015; Harris 2015: 419-54 - his contribution to
the volume by Ando & Riipke.

11 Scholarship supports the idea that psogos corresponds to invective, or that it is actu-
ally a term used to denote and refer to invective. See e.g. Barker 2009: 1-19; Quiroga
Puertas 2022: 170-91.
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Spartans, saying that “and none of you should assume that these words
are spoken out of hostility (€x0pq) rather than rebuke (aitiq). For on the
one hand aitia is for friends who make mistakes, while on the other hand
katnyopla is for enemies who commit injustice.”

A pointed distinction between psogos and invective, or admonition
and insult, as they are referred to in the text, is offered in the treatise On
Friendship 277 by Themistius, “not only in speaker’s intent, but also in
what he actually says. Stern, truthful, and frank words admonish rather
than abuse, correct rather than insult. In giving admonition, you must
be careful not to apply to the patient biting words that have not been
tempered. You must mix into those words something soothing and
mild.” Psogos may indeed contain references to vices and accusations, as
Aphthonius argues in Progymnasmata 10.27, but its aim is fundamentally
different from that of invective. Demosthenes sounds biting when he re-
bukes the demos for his inaction against Philip II of Macedon (e.g. in 3.9,
14, and even more forcefully in 16)," but let us not quibble about his in-
centives here: let us accept that he is doing this, as he claims, to protect
Athens’ leading role in Greek affairs. Let us accept his claims that he is
speaking freely, even if the parrhesia mentioned in 3.3 and 8.32 is more

12 Dem. 3.9: “But surely if anyone of you would postpone the necessary action till then,
he must prefer to see danger at his very doors, rather than hear of it far away, and
to beg help for himself, when he might be lending help to others now; for I suppose
we all realize that that is what it will come to, if we throw away our present chances.”
§14: “At the same time, Athenians, you must not forget this, that a mere decree is
worthless without a willingness on your part to put your resolutions into practice. If
decrees could automatically compel you to do your duty or could accomplish the
objects for which they were proposed, you would not have passed such an array of
them with little or no result, and Philip would not have had such a long career of
insolent triumph. Long ago, if decrees counted for anything, he would have suffered
for his sins.” §16: “Why, what better time or occasion could you find than the pre-
sent, men of Athens? When will you do your duty, if not now? Has not your enemy
already captured all our strongholds, and if he becomes master of Chalcidice, shall
we not be overwhelmed with dishonor? Are not those states actually at war which
we so readily engaged in that event to protect? Is not Philip our enemy? And in pos-
session of our property? And a barbarian? Is any description too bad for him?” Un-
less otherwise indicated, the translations of ancient passages are taken from the
Loeb Classical Library.
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than that.” Free speech is not necessarily synonymous with outspoken
speech;" it is tailored to the environment of fierce antagonism between
(legal and socio-political) opponents in the Athenian public sphere and
may also include profanity, bitter personal attacks, and the dissemina-
tion of lies or half-truths.

Demosthenes repeatedly emphasizes frankness as one of the charac-
teristics that define parrhesia, as in 9.4 (Third Philippic), where he implies
that he will formulate words without flattery." Frankness is a fundamen-
tal quality of parrhesia when the relationship between the speaker and
the audience is one centred on power: Demosthenes’ conversation with
the demos, who had the power to end his political career in disgrace, strip
him of his political rights, or send him into exile if he was insulted, is a
good example of such a relationship, as is the conversation between a
servant and his master. Socrates speaking to the judges in the courtroom
(as in the Platonic Apology) and Tiresias revealing to Oedipus (as in the
Sophoclean Oedipus Tyrannus 341-708) that he is the cause of the destruc-
tion of the polis are good examples of the first and second kinds of power

13 Dem. 3.3: “I must ask you to bear with me if I speak openly (uetd tappnoiag Toi@uat
ToUGg Adyoug), considering only whether I am speaking the truth, and speaking with
the object that things may go better in the future; for you see how the popularity-
hunting of some of our orators has led us into this desperate predicament.” 8.32:
“But as to the reason for this - and in Heaven’s name, when I am pleading for your
best interests, allow me to speak freely (kai por mpog Osdv, Stav eiveka tod
Pertiotov Aéyw, Eotw Tappnoia) - some of our politicians have been training you to
be threatening and intractable in the meetings of the assembly, but in preparing for
war, careless and contemptible.”

14 There is also a matter about how we translate ancient texts: we should not invariably
understand and translate parrhesia as “frank speech.” Translation should inevitably
be tailored to the expectations of the immediate context the term parrhesia is placed
into. For Riu, for example, parrhesia in Isocrates’ To Demonicus 34 means ‘to speak
openly’, whereas in Busiris 1 it means ‘to speak openly and frankly’. Riu 2022, online:
https://brewminate.com/parrhesia-comedy-and-freedom-of-speech-in-ancient-
greece/ (last access: June 2023).

15 Dem. 9.4: “Hence the result is that in the assembly your self-complacency is flattered
by hearing none but pleasant speeches, but your policy and your practice are already
involving you in the gravest peril. Therefore, if such is your temper now, I have noth-
ing to say; but if, apart from flattery, you are willing to hear something to your ad-
vantage, I am ready to speak” (1 & & ovp@épet xwpig koAakeiag éBeAfoet' dxovety,
grotpog Adyewv).
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relationships. But sincerity and frankness in parrhesia are not inevitable
in power relations either. Finally, the quarrel between Aesop, the slave,
and his master Xanthus, the philosopher, in which the former reviles and
ridicules the latter, is an example of the reversal of the known and ex-
pected imbalance of power between higher and lower social and eco-
nomic classes. As A. J. Quiroga Puertas also notes, “late antique cultural
elites needed to find a balance between the outspokenness that their sta-
tus and ethos entitled them to and the potential retaliations of the em-
perors or governing figures to whom the invectives were addressed.” "
Frankness is not Aesop’s most remarkable quality and ability; mischief is,
which means, among other things, that he twists the truth about what
others have said and done in order to ridicule Xanthus. I will return to
the parrhesia below.

So while psogos can be a harsh and biting criticism, it can be noble,
even educational, depending on the target audience (e.g. if it is made up
of the speaker’s peers in court or in the Assembly and aims to persuade
them), invective is always aggressive, a violent series of attacks against
individuals or groups of rivals aimed at destroying the targets by under-
mining, belittling, stigmatizing, and devastating the perception that oth-
ers have of them. What Aphthonius defines as psogos in Progymnasmata
10.27 is, in my opinion, the most accurate definition of invective: “a dis-
course that expounds bad attributes. It differs from the common topic in
that the topic invites punishment, while invective contains pure dispar-
agement alone.” It is not entirely clear to me why this distinction is made
between punishment and disparagement; at the Athenian court the lat-
ter almost always aims to provoke the former. But in any case, the aware-
ness of the effort to turn bitingly against a person in order to enable
‘identity murder’ succinctly describes the inherent nature of invective.
If we pin down its definitions that have been proposed not only in clas-
sical scholarship, but also in interdisciplinary theory, we find that one
characteristic recurs: violence. Invective is inherently violent, polemical,
and immeasurably aggressive.

16 Quiroga Puertas 2022: 171.
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For Kennedy, “invective is a statement expressive of inherent evils.”"

Dussol understands invective as a means of demolishing the image of in-
dividuals, institutions, and social groups through an act of verbal vio-
lence.” Schutz eloquently argues that “invective, ridiculing or insulting
someone, becomes the substitute for violence. Political adversaries can
express their anger, contempt, sense of difference without disrupting
the fragile peace of political societies.”"” Arena defines invective as “a lit-
erary genre whose goal is to denigrate publicly a known individual
against the background of ethical societal preconceptions, to the end of
isolating him or her from the community.”* The last brief definition and
explanation of the concept of invective, which relies heavily on Koster’s
definition, is, in my opinion, flawed in one respect: by ascribing to invec-
tive the status of a genre and thus unnecessarily limiting its meaning,
application, and function in the literatures of the whole world and in dif-
ferent times and cultural environments (e.g. ancient and contemporary
literature; ancient Greek, Roman, Christian, European, Chinese). Rather,
invective is a technique that can be used in various genres to denigrate
individuals or groups, undermine their credibility, and cognitively (i.e.
through thoughts and emotions) turn the audience against the target.”
The overarching nature of invective - its wide-ranging features, its
integration into a variety of texts, and the multiplicity of purposes it
serves - is underlined by the research findings of an ambitious, large-
scale, transcultural, and intertextual project funded by the National Sci-
ence Centre of Poland (grant number 2021/41/B/HS2/00755) and con-
ducted at Nicolaus Copernicus University in Torun. The project builds on
and utilizes the findings of several multidisciplinary theories. It rede-
fines invective as a cultural phenomenon that draws its meaning from
the general cultural context of a given epoch (i.e. moral, legal, aesthetic,
socio-economic, political, religious, and others) and examines it across a

17 Kennedy 2003: 10.

18 Dussol 2006: 164. In a similar vein, Powell 2007: 1-2; Novokhatko 2009: 12.

19 Schutz 1977: 67. On invective as a means of interpersonal violence, see also Riess
2012.

20 Arena 2007: 149.

21 There are still debates about whether invective should be considered a genre or a
form of discourse, e.g. Powell 2007: 1-23.
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broad spectrum - broader than in any other known project on the same
topic - from extant verse and prose texts, fragments, and scholia from
Homer to early Christian literature up to the fifth century AD. The pro-
ject understands invective to be any form of argumentation aimed at
denigrating the target and destroying identity, resulting in ‘triangula-
tion’, a term that refers to how invective maintains communication be-
tween the speaker, their opponent(s) and the audience. For invective to
work, a contract must be made between two parties: one who accepts the
values and norms of the community the speaker is advocating in collab-
oration with the audience, and the other who flouts or violates them. The
accusation that someone is impious capitalizes on the general hostility
towards that person and the real fears people have of impiety, with the
aim of turning judges and other audience members negatively against
the speaker’s opponents who are portrayed as impious.*

Several scholars have attempted to define the basic characteristics of
invective. To my knowledge, Siiss was the first to compile a list of these
features: “servile heritage; barbarian (non-Roman) background; having
a non-elite occupation; thievery; non-standard sexual behaviour; es-
trangement from family and community; melancholy disposition; unu-
sual appearance, clothing, or demeanour; cowardice; bankruptcy.”* For
Craig, (Ciceronian) invective comprises the following features: embar-
rassing family origin; being unworthy of one’s family; physical appear-
ance; eccentricity of dress; gluttony and drunkenness, possibly leading
to acts of crudelitas and libido; hypocrisy for appearing virtuous; avarice,
possibly linked with prodigality; taking bribes; pretentiousness; sexual
misconduct; hostility to family; cowardice in war; squandering of one’s
patrimony/financial embarrassment; aspiring to regnum or tyranny;
cruelty to citizens and allies; plunder of private and public property; or-
atorical ineptitude.” More recently, Papaioannou & Serafim have re-ex-
amined how (0ld) comedy is used in ancient Greek and Roman oratory
to support attacks, focusing on particular patterns of onomasti komoidein,

22 On impiety and the (legal, moral, and religious) reaction of the community: Serafim
2021.

23 Siiss 1920: 247-54. Also, Opelt 1965: 129; Corbeill 2002: 201.

24 Craig 2004: 190-91.
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especially incongruity, language and imagery related to comedy, and
stock comic characters.

The Toruti project presents a more systematic and comprehensive list
of features that fall into two overarching categories: content-based and
form-based invective. The first category consists of and refers to cogni-
tive/emotional themes and topics of invective, specifically sixteen sub-
categories that lead to numerous other patterns; the sixteen subcatego-
ries are, namely: embodied invective, medical invective, sexual behav-
iour, moral deficiencies, intellectual deficiencies, origins and family, re-
ligion, profession, marginalized/low standing social groups, military in-
vective, political, legal and social misconduct, public perception of a per-
son, economic invective, oratorical ineptitude, historical and mytholog-
ical invective, and nature-based invective.

- gestures -
face/head - KUBPWTTOG
stench
gait - £RABIZEV UTTOTTETTTWKGIC
- body stature - G, TTapd ooV (also: obesity)
clothing
diet
semi-volitional reactions
- drinking
embadied invective
- metaphorical use of body parts
violencefunrestrained use of the hody - TraykpdTiov, éaykpariaeyv (improper use of body is not good)
ahuse of body - TRV UBpIv TRV £ig T6 fauToil cwWpa
quality of death
- senile body
handicap
hair
sickness
- public nudity
sickness
medical invective plagus
insanity - pavia
incest
passive homosexual acts - Kivaisog, Gvapoyuvog
sexual behaviour effeminacy
pederasty - TTHISEPATTEW

promiscuity



BOUNDARIES AND LIMITATIONS

paranis
ancestors
grandparents
children
siblings
origins and family place of birth

athnicity -EKU8NG

social mobility

wife's behaviour

disgracing a house
stupidity - okadg, tarditas, stultitia
unreasonableness
ignorance - ignorantia, ineruditus

garrulity - aSoheoyia, Buwpoho)ia

intellectual deficiencies

religion?

prejudice
propensity to confusion
superstition

plagiarism

impiety - 4TERAE, 8E00g ol vopIZEl
heresy

paganism

unclean spirit - Plapég, GkGBapTog
demonic possession

ill luck - aTuyia

sacrilegs

atheism

enemy of God(s)

enemy of Church

maltreatment of religious groups
abuse of symbols (e.g. the Cross)
abuse of rhetoric

blasphemy

perjury - ETTiopKog, ETIopKia
oriental cults

children sacrifice

immersion in secular culture

111
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actor - ETPITAYWYICTEIG
- myth-writer
painter
- prostitute - pIg8apviw, Topveliw
teacher/assistant teacher
- gladiator
astrologer
profession® - mime
tavern-kesper
- pimp - TOPVOROTKOG
fruit-seller - éTTWpWIVNE
- clerk - ypappaToKi @Y, UTTOYPUPMATERS
speechwriter
rites helper
menial worker
outlaws
magicians - yong
- beggars
marginalized,low standing social groups prostitutes
eunuchs
slaves
gladiators
cowardice - Sehia
desertion - NITTOTCEIA, TWY NTTOVTWY THV TASIV, ATTPATEIM, NUTONOANCE
military invective
treason

debunking military record



political legal and social misconduct
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. ahusing demacratic processes - KATACKEVAZWY WeudH, E§nmaTnKig T Sfiyov ki Tiv BouNiy, ToAépIog T) Brjw, Snuayuyeg

ahusing court pracedures - T8 WEUBH PEPaPTUPNKGTY, WEUBONAPTUPILIV, GValg XUvTOTaTOV TH apTupia
illzgality - mapavopia ESuTnpETGY

sycophancy - GUKOQAVTNG

impiety - GoéRe1a, GvoTiog, ToV BEoig Exapov

diplomatic mischief

bribery - Swpodckia, S0pa AapBdve, YeR neta Aappdve, piosapvil, kaTudwpoBok

- mismanagement of public finances

treason - mpoSoait, mpoBbrng, poBwrdg, dmoBiBpaokw ik Tig ToAEL

- cowardice - SeIig

bad leadership

- maltreatment of community - £i¢ 10 WAfiBa¢ £¢nHapTNKUIG, Tig TOAEWC ABIKNUEVNG

favoritism

- defiance of political etiquette (acting against the expected behaviour of a pelitician)- apdanuog ptwp

sophistry

politicalinertia

instability

tyranny/undermining democracy
hate speech

disrespect for hospitality

- destroying the youth

murder - GvBpogovog eival

- bravado/physical assault

disrespect for friendship

- stealing

warmengering



114 ANDREAS SERAFIM

moral contempt
public perception of a person - socio-economic contempt
contempt for women
poverty
luxurious consumption
excessive wealth
economic invective , . .
profiteering - aigypokepdig, QIATpyUpia
debt to the city
mismanaging personal wealth
- linguistic ineptitude *(language register - grammar, syntax, style etc.
oratorical ineptitude argumentative ineptitude * (inventio et dispositio)
- delivery/performance *(memoria et actio)
tyrants
- aggressors against communities
bad political operators
- hereticsfimpious
monsters
historical and mytholegical invective
- philosophers
ancient Greek (poets)
- mythmakers
evildoers (individuals/communities)
- epicureism
plants
- animals - Tolg GAEKTpUGVG PIPOUHEVOG, KUWY, Kivadog, Bnpiov,miénkoc, dpoupaiog
nature-based imagery

meteorological phenomena

- smelly places

The second overarching category of invective, the form-based one, con-
sists of references to the stylistic, grammatical, and syntactic tropes
through which cultural practice manifests itself in speech; the following
table shows not only specific patterns of invective that lie within the
broad category, but also key words that help to identify invective:



BOUNDARIES AND LIMITATIONS 115

2 minore ad maius
a maiore ad minus
comparisen - simile
dissimile
contrarium
animal/nature metaphor
metaphor ——— medical metaphor - Gviarog, dviKeaTog, pavia

- body metaphor - 0U8E KuBapdv £ival Tég xgipag

- irony- G dpIETE, 6 XPNaTg, To KAASY TIaYKpGTIOV, & copde Bdrahog —— ironical uss of historical figures
neologisms
- wordplay - diminutive - TAVBpUITIOY

parody on names
- jokeflaughter producing narrative/ridiculization
Form-based hyperbole - pévog oUtog, EMmopkoTToug BvTag Kai &oERECTATOUS GVBPWITLIV, AVEICKUVTOTATOS /Ol AvBPUITWV
narrative
enargeiafekphrasis
profana language

insulting epithets - 0EQr, LIPGE, AKABPTOL, TUKOPAVTNG, Aigypds, KATAPATOS, YPUPHATOKUpLV, CTTEpHOAGYOS, oxETAIog, Bdtahog, Apydg,
KdBappa, oKaIdg

praeteritio
prosopopaeia
sermocinatio
enumeration
apostrophe- G pioTe

*biblical quotation

quotation
- *classical quotation
- direct speech
question - - hypophora

It is clear from the above that invective is inherently biting against peo-
ple and has all kinds of evil intentions. It is therefore reasonable to think
that despite the purely adversarial spirit of the community, as in fourth-
century Athens where political and rhetorical disputes abounded in the
context of public speaking, there should be limits to the practice to avoid
interpersonal friction due to dishonouring individuals, which in turn
would lead to general socio-political disorder. After all, time, roughly
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translated as ‘honour’, was an important value in the Greek world: the
opposite, ‘shame’, is an aversive experience that involves feelings of hu-
miliation, inferiority, and worthlessness, and the transgression is inter-
preted as a reflection of a ‘bad self’ rather than a trivial incident.”” At-
imia, literally ‘the lack of honour’, was also “a penalty imposed on male
Athenian citizens, principally if they were debtors to the state or had ne-
glected their civic duties.”*® Time and the opposites are bestowed on peo-
ple by others in different social contexts, from the oikos to the military
camp and the battlefield.”” As Mayer et al. point out, “shame [is] thought
to serve as an ‘emotional moral barometer’ that provides feedback on
one’s social and moral acceptability,”” or, as other researchers put it just
as eloquently, as “social pain” - just as severe physical pain indicates a
medical condition that may threaten a person’s life, social pain indicates
that their social life is threatened by the anger, devaluation, and possible
rejection of the population.” The social identity theory of Tajfel & Turner
explains the power dynamics and effectiveness of this (and any other)
technique of excluding individuals from a group or community by ma-
nipulating the cognitive/emotional response of the target group against
them.*

So was it acceptable for an orator to make dishonourable accusations
against his opponents, of the sort that Demosthenes does in 18.130,
where it is implied that Aeschines’ mother is a whore,* or of like Aeschi-

25 Mayer et al. 2021: 110.

26 Hansen 1991: 387; also: MacDowell 1978: 73-75.

27 Cairns 2021: 703-706. Cf. Cairns 1993; Konstan 2003: 601-30.

28 Mayer et al. 2016: 113.

29 Eccleston & Crombez 1999; Eisenberger et al. 2003; Miller 2007.

30 Tajfel & Turner 1979. Also: Miller et al. 1981: 494-511; Conover 1984: 760-85; Lau 1989:
220-23; Carey 1990: 49; Huddy 2003: 511-58; Hall 2006: 388; Arena 2007: 151.

31 Dem. 18.130: “Why it was only the day before yesterday when he became simultane-
ously an Athenian and an orator, and, by the addition of two syllables, transformed
his father from Tromes to Atrometus, and bestowed upon his mother the high
sounding name of Glaucothea, although she was universally known as Empousa, a
nickname she owed to the pleasing diversity of her acts and experiences (éx t00
ndvta motelv kal mdoxewv) - it can have no other origin.” The name of Aeschines’
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nes in speech 1, Against Timarchus, where the tables are turned on De-
mosthenes, the notorious, effeminate, and lewd Batalus, a kinaidos whose
clothing is indistinguishable from that of a woman (1.131).* Timarchus
lost his political rights in the trial of 343 BCE because of similar accusa-
tions. Were these extremely vile and insulting accusations acceptable or
perhaps even tolerable in court, and where exactly, when public or pri-
vate cases were heard? Was severe invective considered an example of
parrhesia, and if so, were they unlimited?

The discussion about (positive and negative) free (and frank) speech
in antiquity - parrhesia - and possible limits to this right,* or, as Konstan
calls it, the “expectation” of a recurring socio-cultural phenomenon,
which was fundamental to Athenian democracy, is not new in the study
of antiquity. In an interesting parallel reading of sources that has led to
different views being articulated and exchanged, Halliwell and Sommer-
stein present data in ancient sources on this complicated and fascinating
topic in the memorable volume Free Speech in Classical Antiquity by Sluiter
& Rosen (2004). Halliwell argues that comic theatre was the only ancient
context in which performers enjoyed legal immunity from the charge of
kakegoria, ‘slander’, a term similar to invective not only in terms of its
aggressive and violent nature, but also in terms of its purpose, i.e., the
purposeful insult and humiliation of others.* Sommerstein rejects this

mother is Glaucis; Glaucothea is a construction by Aeschines himself, who wanted
probably to avoid the accusation that names of his parents are stock for lowly socio-
economic classes in classical Athens. Empousa is a mythological monster of the un-
derworld that changes form and, as a nickname, is usually used by prostitutes. As the
monster changes form, so Aeschines’ mother shows versatility in “doing and suffer-
ing everything” (noieiv kai ndoyetv). See Yunis 2001: 187.

32 Aeschin. 1.131: “And well did common report name him Batalus, for his effeminacy
and lewdness (Bdtalog mpooayopetetat, €€ dvavdpiag kal kivaidiag éveykduevog
toUvopa). For, Demosthenes, if anyone should strip off those exquisite, pretty man-
tle of yours, and the soft, pretty shirts that you wear while you are writing your
speeches against your friends, and should pass them around among the judges, I
think, unless they were informed beforehand, they would be quite at a loss to say
whether they had in their hands the clothing of a man or of a woman.” On sexual
invective in oratory and allegations of kinaidia: Serafim 2016: 1-30; 2025: 37-45.

33 See Momigliano 1973: 259.

34 Halliwell 2004: 135.
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argument of legal immunity and instead points to the socio-cultural tol-
erance of the Athenians as a reason for avoiding lawsuits against comic
poets.” Essentially, both agree that the poets of comedy received no le-
gal or other threats for uttering invective against (prominent) Athenian
citizens in order to ridicule and belittle them in the eyes of their fellow
citizens. The freedom of comedians to speak without legal or other cul-
tural barriers thus seemed to be unlimited.

There is a point of caution here that scholars surprisingly ignore: par-
rhesia as a word is not used in comic texts or in other classical literature
to describe the freedom of the comic poet to speak openly and frankly.
The only classical source that makes the connection between parrhesia
and comedy is Isocrates, On the Peace 14.>° For Isocrates, parrhesia is a neg-
ative aspect of Athenian democracy, abused by reckless politicians and
public speakers, and invoked by comic poets as a justification when ac-
cused of revealing the failure of the Athenian cultural system (this has
the broadest meaning, encompassing everything that takes place in the
city as a matter of constitution and general practice). In fact, Halliwell,
Sommerstein, and Sluiter & Rosen should not refer to parrhesia,” but ra-
ther to ‘comic license’. I am on the side of Riu when arguing “there is no
indication that [the] Athenians of the classical period saw comic speech
as an example of parrhesia, [which] does not pertain to comedy, it per-
tains to daily life (politics, social relations).”*® The caricature of the di-
vine and the use of profane and foul language is thus not an example of
(socio-legal) parrhesia; it is the license that the comic dramatist has to

35 Sommerstein 2002: 154.

36 Isocrates, On the Peace 14: “But I know that it is hazardous to oppose your views and
that, although this is a free government, there exists no ‘freedom of speech’ except
that which is enjoyed in this assembly by the most reckless orators, who care noth-
ing for your welfare, and in the theater by the comic poets. And what is most outra-
geous of all, you show greater favor to those who publish the failings of Athens to
the rest of the Hellenes than you show even to those who benefit the city, while you
are as ill-disposed to those who rebuke and admonish you as you are to men who
work injury to the state.”

37 In contrast, for example, to Rosen 2013: 13-28 referring to the notion of “comic par-
rhesia.”

38 Riu 2022: online: https://brewminate.com/parrhesia-comedy-and-freedom-of-
speech-in-ancient-greece/ (last access: June 2023).
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exaggerate and distort reality and myth, a license conditioned by the
character and etiquette of comedy as a genre. Even in Aristophanes’
Women at the Thesmophoria 541, where the word parrhesia is used literally,
this is merely an allusion to the absence of political codes and mores in
women’s speech. Riu successfully refutes scholastic claims about the
connection between parrhesia and comedy, claiming that these are based
primarily on the use of late sources, e.g. Demetrius, On Style 229, where
‘outspokenness’ is mistakenly understood as a reference to comedy.

What is certain is that parrhesia was not unlimited in public contexts
of adversarial competition (including comic theatre).* Parrhesia etymo-
logically means that one could ‘say everything’, but ‘omni-spokenness’
was limited by various exceptions and restrictions. It is Demosthenes, in
the Third Olynthiac 4, who claims that the Athenians preferred ‘pleasant
speeches’ (dvta mpog ndovrv dkovovov) to frank assessments of a de-
plorable situation (nt&vu @avAwg ta mpdypat €xel); similarly, in On the
Peace 14, Isocrates claims that there is no freedom of speech in the as-
sembly except for the most foolish, and in the theatre for the comic po-
ets. There were two major categories of constraint: contextual (in accord-
ance with the performative contexts in which public speaking takes
place and the values of the community) and legal/constitutional.

The contextual constraint on parrhesia corresponds to the reaction of
the audience itself: both judges and audiences responded when speakers
tried to explain their arguments - so said speakers on forensic and polit-
ical platforms (e.g., Dem. 3.3 and 8.32, both mentioned above; Plato’s
Apology of Socrates 30c,” and elsewhere). That the Athenians habitually
reacted negatively to the speakers whether at court (especially after in-
citement by the orator himself, as in Dem. 18.52)*" or in the theatre (as in

39 See Kamen 2020: 39-41.

40 Plato, Apology of Socrates 30c: “Do not create a disturbance, gentlemen, but abide by
my request not to cry out at what I say but to listen, for I think it will be to your
advantage to listen, and I am about to say other things at which you will perhaps cry
out. By no means do this.”

41 Dem. 18.52: “But it is not so. How could it be? Far from it! I call you Philip’s hireling
of yesterday, and Alexander’s hireling of today, and so does every man in this assem-
bly. If you doubt my word, ask them; or rather I will ask them myself. Come, men of
Athens, what do you think? Is Aeschines Alexander’s hireling, or Alexander's friend?



120 ANDREAS SERAFIM

Dem. 18.262)* is known as thorybos.* Thorybos is presumably what De-
mosthenes seems to be afraid of in 15.1, when he asks people to grant
unrestricted parrhesia to speakers when they deliberate on measures that
the polis should have taken: in political forums where public speaking
were made, a speaker had little or no need to fear being sued, but there
was a high probability that he would be booed and no longer able to ex-
plain and advise.* After all, as Demosthenes himself pointed out, it was
the demos that assessed a speaker’s reputation - if he was interrupted and
his parrhesia was thus restricted, he would be considered dishonourable
and would no longer be able to stand forward and speak again.* Heckling

42

43

44

45

You hear what they say.” As the Scholia Demosthenica 104a-c report, the final period
refers to the response of the audience: when Demosthenes mispronounced the word
woBwtde by putting the accent on the antepenult (uisOwrog) the audience corrected
him by uttering the right form of the word. Another anecdotal story about Demos-
thenes’ strategic mispronunciation of words is recorded in Plutarch, Lives of the Ten
Orators 845b, where we are told that the speaker mispronounced the name of the god
Asclepius to note that this god is benign (AckAfmiog instead of 'AckAnmidg). See fur-
ther Couch 1944: 173-74; Tacon 2001: 178-79; Yunis 2001: 140; Serafim 2017.

Dem. 18.262: “You entered the service of those famous players Simylus and Socrates,
better known as the Growlers. You played small parts to their lead, picking up figs
and grapes and olives, like an orchard-robbing costermonger, and making a better
living out of those missiles than by all the battles that you fought for dear life. For
there was no truce or armistice in the warfare between you and your audiences, and
your casualties were so heavy, that no wonder you taunt with cowardice those of us
who have no experience of such engagements.”

Bers describes thorybos as any vocal utterance (e.g. the cries of praise or censure)
addressed to the speaker by the judges (dicastic thorybos) or by the bystanders (coronal
thorybos). See further Bers 1985: 1-15; Thomas 2011: 175-85.

Dem. 15.1: “Your duty, men of Athens, when debating such important matters, is, [
think, to allow freedom of speech to every one of your counsellors (8186vat
nappnoiav kdotw T@V ovpPfovAevdvtwv). Personally, I never thought it a difficult
task to point out to you the best policy - for, to speak plainly, you all seem to me to
have discerned it already - but rather to induce you to put it into operation; for when
aresolution has been approved and passed, it is no nearer accomplishment than be-
fore it was approved.”

Dem. 18.277: “But I am sure you all know him well and will regard those epithets as
more appropriate to him than to me. I am also sure that my artfulness - well, be it
so; although I notice that in general an audience controls the ability of a speaker,
and that his reputation for wisdom depends upon your acceptance and your discrim-
inating favour.”
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seemed to be a serious problem, because not only the demos but also lis-
teners who were hostile to the speakers may have reacted violently
against them in order to deprive them of the opportunity to speak at all,
e.g. Dem. 19.23.%

Another important aspect of the contextual category of the con-
straints of parrhesia is the etiquette of the performative context that the
‘parrhesiastes’ must follow - an etiquette defined and determined by the
incentives and goals of the performers and the socio-cultural values held
by the community as a whole. Demosthenes, for example, repeatedly as-
sumes the role of counsellor to the demos in his speeches, claiming that
his interest lies solely in advising the Athenians on how to overcome a
challenge in political affairs and preserve their city’s hegemonic role in
Greece, especially when it came to persuading his fellow Athenians to
defend themselves against foreign threats, as Philip and the kingdom of
Macedon were posing. In 18.172-73, to cite just one passage that illus-
trates Demosthenes’ tactics, he described the panicked reactions of the
Athenians when the news of Philip’s capture of Elatea was announced,
claiming that he was the only one capable of standing up in the Assembly
and advising the Athenians on how to deal with their enemy.” There-
fore, the audience should not accuse the speaker of malice or habitual
indulgence in blame and abuse. This is why Demosthenes emphatically
ascribes frankness to parrhesia, as mentioned above: to dispel any worries
and accusations of malice and to minimize the risk that psogos entails - it

46 Dem. 19.23: “And so, in all the glory of these disclosures, with everybody regarding
him as a grand speaker and a marvellous man, he descended from the tribune in his
most majestic manner. Then I rose and said that the whole story was news to me. I
attempted to repeat the statement I had made to the Council; but Aeschines and
Philocrates posted themselves one on either side of me - shouting, interrupting, and
finally jeering. You were all laughing; you would not listen to me, and you did not
want to believe anything except what Aeschines had reported.”

47 Dem. 18.172-73: “But, it seems, that day and that crisis called not only for the patriot
and the rich man, but for the man who had followed the course of events from the
beginning and had calculated correctly the reason and purpose of Philip’s actions.
For anyone who had not grasped those purposes, or had not studied them long be-
forehand, however patriotic, and however wealthy he might be, was not the man to
appreciate the needs of the hour, or to find any counsel to offer to the people. Well,
I was the man who came forth on that day and addressed you.” On this passage and
the role of Demosthenes as an advisor to the Athenians: Serafim 2015: 103-5.
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is not vituperation but pedagogical criticism, a biting speech that makes
the demos wiser when it comes to thinking about his interests and making
better decisions. But as the preceding discussion of the issue of frankness
(p. 107) shows, this is not necessarily an aspect of parrhesia, not least be-
cause it is served up to the demos through rhetoric, the usual suspect
when it comes to distorting truth and manipulating people for the pur-
pose of persuasion.

The key to a proper understanding and full appreciation of parrhesia
is the balance between what can be perceived as ‘harsh sincerity’, as I call
it, which risks causing offence and stirring up hostility against the
source, and flattery. This is what Plutarch underlines in How to Tell a Flat-
terer from a Friend: a ‘parrhesiastes’ should preserve his character against
the malleability of a flatterer, who changes his behaviour according to
the audience he wants to attract through flattery, while a friend can be
both agreeable and the opposite, depending on the interests of his coun-
terpart that he wants to protect and promote.* Personal incentives and
goals are again important in making this clear distinction: a friend, even
when criticizing his audience, is never insulting or trying to undermine,
embarrass, and over-accuse anyone; he exercises psogos when necessary,
but never invective, in other words. References to parrhesia in oratory,
such as those mentioned above, show that speakers were aware of the
nature of socio-political and cultural practice and the risks involved, and
therefore carefully weighed and articulated invective - essentially limit-
ing parrhesia (to themselves) - so as not to offend and alienate the audi-
ence. Saxonhouse argued in Free Speech and Democracy in Ancient Athens
that parrhesia coincides with aidos, ‘shame’, which causes people, espe-
cially public speakers, to respect the values and mores of the community
that produce and manifest in public opinion.* So, it is the speaker and

48 Konstan 1997 offers a detailed and careful description of the behaviour and attitude
of friends as opposed to flatterers.

49 Saxonhouse 2006. Cf. Tarnopolsky 2010: 99: “The recognition inherent to the feeling
of being ashamed before another can consist in the acknowledgment that a deserved
rebuke or reproach has been given by the other. And this kind of respectful shame
is manifested in both the democratic ideal of parrhesia and the Socratic shaming elen-
chus.”
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how he understands himself in the community that contextually deter-
mines the character, the forms, and the limits of parrhesia.

On the legal/constitutional side, we have cases such as Lys. 10, Against
Theomnestus (403 BCE), which conceptualize the law of kakegoria: the case
is an accusation against Theomnestus, who had slandered the speaker by
accusing him of patricide. Attic law incriminated certain sayings and
gave the targets of invective and slander the right to protect themselves:
accusations of murder, forms of hybris (including physical assault) in
public places, the slander of the dead, the abuse of parents, even biting
comments against those working in the agora (at least according to an
obscure and enigmatic reference in Dem. 57.30).*° The law of kakegoria is
also mentioned in Dem. 21.32, where it is stated that assault or slander
against private individuals would lead to an indictment (ypagrv 0ppewg
kai diknv kaknyopiag), while slander against a magistrate would also
lead to the complete cancellation of political rights (dtipog €otan
kabdnaf). Kamen, in a recent book on insults in classical Athens, argues
that not all insults are offensive. She points out that there are “benign
insults,” especially those that were used in the agora between Athenians
without legal consequences, and those that relate to religious and ritual
customs - the so-called aporrheta,” or, in the Demosthenic language, the
arrheta, “things that should not be uttered” (22.61). This is in line with
Aeschin. 1.37-38,°* where the speaker complains that by describing

50 Dem. 57.30: “With regard to my mother (for they make her, too, a reproach against
me) [ will speak, and will call witnesses to support my statements. And yet, men of
Athens, in reproaching us with service in the market Eubulides has acted, not only
contrary to your decree, but also contrary to the laws which declare that anyone
who makes business in the market a reproach against any male or female citizen
shall be liable to the penalties for evil speaking.”

51 Kamen 2020.

52 Aeschin. 1.37-38: “And I beg you to pardon me, fellow citizens, if, compelled to speak
about habits which by nature are, indeed, unclean, but are nevertheless his, I be led
to use some expression that is as bad as Timarchus’ deeds. For it would not be right
for you to blame me, if now and again I use plain language in my desire to inform
you; the blame should rather be his, if it is a fact that his life has been so shameful
that a man who is describing his behavior is unable to say what he wishes without
sometimes using expressions that are likewise shameful. But I will try my best to
avoid doing this.”
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Timarchus’ profanities, he runs the risk of being defamed himself (cf.
Rhetoric to Alexander 1441b20-23; Dem. 21.79).

There are, however, notable departures from what scholars generally
consider falling into the broad category of aporrheta/arrheta. If accusing
an opponent of mistreating his parents is an aspect of the ‘non-told’, why
do speakers include such accusations in their speeches? In the case of
Dem. 18.130, quoted above, there is a (tacit, but nevertheless easily rec-
ognizable) reference to the (alleged) profession of Aeschines’ mother,
who was a prostitute. In Dem. 25.54-55 there is also a reference to the
person concerned abusing his father, mother, and other family mem-
bers.”® And why was it offensive to refer to those who worked in the ag-
ora and not to a woman who is presented as a prostitute? The answer,
which may indicate how the Athenians adjusted the degree of harshness
attributed to the cultural phenomenon of invective, probably centres on
two variables: the target and the audience. Invective seems to be (at least
partly) an individual process: it depends on the extent to which the vic-
tim of invective found it dishonouring, not on the language or the nature
of the attack itself; and on how the audience perceives it - whether it is
persuasive or not, i.e. whether it helps the judges and spectators to form
or change their opinions about the speakers and opponents. If the target
was a woman, as in Dem. 18.130, she would not have been able to listen
to the slanderous sayings, let alone defend herself, as there were no fe-
male political rights or voice in the Attic rule of law. Even in a male-dom-
inated audience, no one would have felt offended by such a reference and
demanded that the kakegoria be tried in court. Only Aeschines, the son of

53 Dem. 25.54-55: “The sequel too, men of Athens, is worth hearing. What you have just
heard from Lycurgus is serious, or, rather, impossible to exaggerate, but the rest will
be found to rival it and to be of the same character. Not content with abandoning his
father in prison when he quitted Eretria, as you have heard from Phaedrus, this un-
natural ruffian refused to bury him when he died and would not refund the expenses
to those who did bury him but actually brought a lawsuit against them. Not content
with offering violence to his mother, as you have just heard from witnesses, he ac-
tually sold his own sister - not indeed a sister by the same father, but his mother's
daughter, whatever her parentage (for I pass that by) - yes, sold his sister for export,
as is stated in the indictment of the action which was brought against him on these
grounds by his good brother here, who in the present action will help to defend
him.”
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Glaucis or Glaucothea, would have felt ashamed, but that was the pur-
pose of Demosthenes in speech 18 anyway. He would supposedly have
been able to bring a charge of kakegoria against Demosthenes, but after
the end of the crown trial, in which he had lost overwhelmingly to his
opponent, he had strength and will for nothing other than self-exile. The
fact that women were not recognized as legal and political persons would
greatly discourage Aeschines from taking legal action against his foul-
mouthed accuser. Demosthenes rightly regards the verbal attacks
against his mother as insulting and dishonouring, as Meidias’ outburst in
21.79 also clearly shows (pnta kai dppnta kdx’ €€ginov), but I doubt that
he can do anything other than express his dissatisfaction or indignation
at these attacks.” For the law of kakegoria, as quoted in Dem. 57.30, indi-
cates that the right to complain is given when the accusation against
men and women alike is merely the specific one of labour in the agora.”

The same applies to Androtion’s fellows, who are portrayed in Dem.
22.61 as being humiliated by him and even accused of being married and
fathering children with a prostitute.*® Invective in this text is superbly

54 Dem. 21.79: “And first they forced the doors of the apartments, assuming that these
became their property by the terms of the challenge; next in the presence of my
sister, who was a young girl still living at home, they used foul language such as only
men of their stamp would use - nothing would induce me to repeat to you some of
their expressions - and they uttered unrestrained abuse of my mother and myself
and all my family. But what was more shocking still, from words they proceeded to
deeds, and they were going to drop the lawsuits, claiming them as their own, to
oblige my guardians.”

55 Dem. 57.30: “With regard to my mother (for they make her, too, a reproach against
me) 1will speak, and will call witnesses to support my statements. And yet, men of
Athens, in reproaching us with service in the market Eubulides has acted, not only
contrary to your decree, but also contrary to the laws which declare that anyone
who makes business in the market a reproach against any male or female citizen
shall be liable to the penalties for evil speaking.”

56 Dem. 22.61: “Then do you suppose that all these men are his inveterate enemies
merely because he collected this money from them? Is it not rather because he said
of one of them, in the hearing of all of you in the assembly, that he was a slave and
born of slaves and ought by rights to pay the contribution of one-sixth with the res-
ident aliens; and of another that he had children by a harlot; of this man that his
father had prostituted himself; of that man that his mother had been on the streets;
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formulated: the attack against the target is severely dishonouring be-
cause it casts doubt on his origins, as do the accusations that Aeschines
makes against Demosthenes that he is Scythian. These attacks cast doubt
on the target’s ethnicity, not least because of Pericles’ citizenship law
(451/0 BCE), according to which “a person should have citizenship only
if both parents had been citizens” (Constitution of Athens 26.4; cf. Plutarch,
Pericles 37.3). In view of the reference to his own mother, however, the
attack was possibly unobjectionable in terms of the rule of law. Attacks
against male siblings of the speakers, and even against their father, have
legal consequences. The speaker in Dem. 22.2, for example, accuses An-
drotion of slanderously accusing him of having killed his father.”” In §3
it is mentioned that the indictment is being judged and that Androtion
did not even manage to obtain one fifth of the dicastic votes.*

Other suable accusations would have been those against the military
records of individuals, e.g. the accusation against individuals of having
thrown away their shields in battle. I echo Kamen, who argues in her
book on insults that speakers are clever enough not to frame the accusa-
tion with this overly insulting wording but rather accuse their oppo-
nents of abandoning the front line. An example of this skillful rephrasing
is the accusation against Demosthenes in Aeschin. 2.148.” Aeschines is

that he was making an inventory of one man's peculations from the start of his ca-
reer, that another had done this or that, and that a third had committed every con-
ceivable crime - slandering them all in turn?”

57 Dem. 22.2: “He accused me of things that anyone would have shrunk from mention-
ing, unless he were a man of the same stamp as himself, saying that I had killed my
own father.”

58 Dem. 22.3: “Of these charges, then, I cleared myself in your court, not by a narrow
margin but so completely that my accuser failed to obtain a fifth of the votes; and
upon Androtion I shall endeavor, with your help, to avenge myself today and on
every other occasion.”

59 Good examples of subtle phrasing of the accusation against people of being throwing
shields away can also be found in comedy, particularly in Aristophanes. In Birds 1478-
1481, for example, Cleonymus, who is said to have thrown away his shield, is de-
scribed as a tree that sheds shields instead of leaves in winter (tag dom{dog
@UAAOPPOET).
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probably referring to the battle in Euboea in 350 BCE, at which his oppo-
nent was not present.® As Demosthenes himself reports (Against Meidias
103), Euctemon was instructed by Meidias to bring a trumped-up charge
against him and accuse him of not having taken part in a campaign to
Euboea. Demosthenes would theoretically have been able to take legal
action against Aeschines, but the case would have been very risky for
himself if he had been investigated; if he had been convicted of desertion,
he would have lost his political rights (ypagr Aimota&iov). He himself
mentions the accusation of desertion, which Meidias allegedly levelled
against him, only in passing, as in 21.103.°' It can therefore be said that
the attacks on opponents were carefully articulated by the speakers, ei-
ther by attacking people (e.g. women) who had no political or legal
rights, or by focusing on accusations that the accused did not wish to
mention further or investigate publicly. The insults thus served the
speakers’ purposes without the risk of being brought to court for kakego-
ria.

The case of a physical attack on the producers of insults cannot, of
course, be ruled out, as Demosthenes himself informs us in 21.71.°* The
speaker in Isoc. 16.22 would be so indignant at those who dared to insult
his dead father’s private life and affairs that the judges would be lenient
with him if he were put on trial for attacking his accusers - this is no
mere act of fantasy, given what other sources tell us, e.g. Aristophanes’

60 This is not the only time that Demosthenes was accused of failing to fulfil his military
duties properly: Aeschines and Dinarchus also accused him of deserting during the
battle of Chaeronea (cf. Aeschin. 3.148, 152, 159, 175-176, 187, 244, 253; Din. 1.12, 71,
79, 91).

61 Dem. 21.103: “How he trumped up a charge of desertion against me and bribed an-
other to bring the action - a scoundrel ready for any dirty job, the filthy Euctemon
- that I shall pass over.”

62 Dem. 21.71: “You cannot retort that such acts have never had any serious conse-
quences, but that I am now exaggerating the incident and representing it as formi-
dable. That is wide of the mark. But all, or at least many, know what Euthynus, the
once famous wrestler, a youngster, did to Sophilus the prize-fighter. He was a dark,
brawny fellow. I am sure some of you know the man I mean. He met him in Samos at
a gathering - just a private pleasure-party-and because he imagined he was insulting
him, took such summary vengeance that he killed him.1 It is a matter of common
knowledge that Euaeon, the brother of Leodamas, killed Boeotus at a public banquet
and entertainment in revenge for a single blow.”
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Clouds 1373-76. Fear may have limited the orators’ freedom to parrhesia,
but its influence cannot be measured and recalled with certainty and
universally, as it is mostly circumstantial - it is tailored to one-off (not
necessarily repeated) circumstances of one-off occasions. The rule was -
and rightly should be - to bring the hybristes before the court, as stated
in Dem. 21.76 and 54.18;% after all, the speaker in Isoc. 16.22 would have
known well himself that to insult the dead was a severe breach of the
Attic law that he could exploit to the best benefit.

In what follows, I examine selective texts from forensic public and
private court speeches to recognize the patterns and aims of invective
and to examine whether there are strong differences that can be at-
tributed to the different character and content of the speeches. My ex-
amination of the use of comic invective in public and private forensic
speeches of Attic oratory suggests two conclusions: that the patterns and
techniques are the same, unaffected by the distinction between public
and private speeches, even if the examples of comic invective in private
cases are somewhat more implicit and allusive than those in public cases;
and that the frequency is different - higher in the former contexts and

63 Isoc. 16.22: “But my father’s private life they revile with excessive indecency and
audacity (Aodopodot 8¢ Mav doeAy®¢ kai Opacéwg), and they are not ashamed, now
that he is dead, to use a license of speech concerning him which they would have
feared to employ while he lived.” Aristophanes, Clouds 1373-1376: [Strepsiades] “And
he immediately sang a passage of Euripides, how a brother, O averter of ill! De-
bauched his uterine sister. And I bore it no longer but immediately assailed him with
many abusive reproaches. And then, after that, as was natural, we hurled word upon
word. Then he springs upon me; and then he was wounding me, and beating me, and
throttling me.”

64 Dem. 21.76: “I think that you should set up a precedent for all to follow, that no one
who wantonly assaults and outrages another should be punished by the victim him-
self in hot blood, but must be brought into your court, because it is you who confirm
and uphold the protection granted by the laws to those who are injured.” 54.18: “And
I am told that these [actions for evil-speaking] are instituted for this purpose - that
men may not be led on, by using abusive language back and forth, to deal blows to
one another. Again, there are actions for battery; and these, I hear, exist for this rea-
son - that a man, finding himself the weaker party, may not defend himself with a
stone or anything of that sort, but may await legal redress. Again, there are public
prosecutions for wounding, to the end that wounds may not lead to murder.”
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lower in the latter.® In contrast to the chapter on the features of comic
invective (e.g. incongruity, parody of tragic forms and patterns, use of
comic characters, allusions to sexuality, body stature, origin and family),
this paper offers a more comprehensive examination of the sixteen cat-
egories of invective I have mentioned above - which of them are used,
where, how, and for what purpose.

Invective is very much tailored to the specific legal and historical (e.g.
political, economic, or military) circumstances that each speech or group
of speeches (e.g. Dem. 18 and 19 factually revolve around the same polit-
ical background) have. It is noticeable, however, that in public and pri-
vate forensic speeches, invectives are articulated in the same rhetorical
manner, which falls into the next two broad categories:

(1) political, legal, and social misbehaviour: references to mistreatment
of the civic/ethnic community by the speaker's opponents
through actions involving bad leadership or political operations;
accusations of sycophancy, treason, bribery, undermining de-
mocracy or attempting to impose oligarchy; and illegality in gen-
eral; and harsh criticism of abuse of legal and democratic pro-
cesses and the commission of diplomatic mischief;

(2) moral failings: falsity/trickery, malice, shamelessness and impu-
dence, corruption, belligerence, selfishness, i.e. acting as a pri-
vate individual rather than as polites, and forms of lawlessness,
e.g. theft.

Other less frequently used patterns include religion (i.e. irreverence and
hostility towards the gods, blasphemy and perjury); origin and family (es-
pecially references to parents’ abuse); military invectives (especially when
speakers expose the alleged military misdeeds of their opponents); pro-
fessions (especially when allegations of menial and degrading jobs are
made); economic invectives (i.e. greed for profit, excessive wealth, luxuri-
ous consumption, or debt to the city and mismanagement of public fi-
nances); embodied invective (e.g. references to face, gait, and dress, and
violence/unrestrained use of the body); historical and mythological invec-
tive (e.g. assimilation to evildoers of the past); intellectual deficiencies (e.g.

65 Serafim 2021c: 65-79.



130 ANDREAS SERAFIM

ignorance); and nature-based imagery (especially when opponents are
compared to wild beasts or animals).

Despite remarkable similarity in the use of themes and topics of in-
vective in both public and private forensic contexts (with a few occa-
sional differences), the frequency varies: it is higher in the first genre
category (with a rate of 35.54%) and lower in the second (33.89%). The
frequency is calculated by the quotient of the number of paragraphs con-
taining examples of invective and the total number of sections in public
and private speeches: I counted 606 sections with patterns of invective
out of the 1705 sections containing all of Demosthenes’ public speeches
and 540 examples of invective in the 1593 sections comprising the pri-
vate speeches. Of course, patterns and examples of invective are not used
with equal frequency in all of Demosthenes’ public speeches: On the
Crown, On the False Embassy, and Against Timocrates are the speeches in
which expletives are used more frequently, almost in every single sec-
tion of the surviving manuscript. However, in Against Leptines, the first
public speech Demosthenes delivered as a secondary speaker (synegoros),
invective is used less frequently than in any other of the public speeches.
This is due to the special circumstances of the speech: the speaker is ask-
ing for the repeal of a law proposed by the defendant so that no one has
the right to a special exemption from paying public dues, the so-called
liturgy. Because Leptines had proposed the law in 356/5 BCE, and more
than a year had passed since then until the trial in 355/4, he no longer
had to answer for the accusation of having proposed an unconstitutional
and inexpedient law (the trial was based on a graphe nomon me epitedeion
theinai). This made the invectives against Leptines rather pointless,
scholars argue.®

However, this is not entirely correct. I have found that personal in-
sults are only used in a limited number of passages:

66 See, for example, Canevaro 2016: 19.
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102 intellectual deficiencies ignorance

104 moral deficiencies insulting the dead
113,119 invective is not directed specifically
against Leptines (abstract subject,
e.g. someone, some people)

134 political legal and social miscon- maltreatment of community
duct

142 moral deficiencies belligerence

143 intellectual deficiencies ignorance

Invective in §104 is interesting because it falls into the general category
of harsh, insulting, and deeply intolerable invective: against the dead. Let
us read the text:

Kal UV KAKEIVOG TV KAA®DG okoUVTwV €xely vOuwv ZOAwvag €ott,
un Aéyetv kak®¢ tov tebvedta, und av vmo TOV €Kelvov TIg dkolN
naidwv abTdG oL O€ TOLELG, 0V AEYELG KAKQDG TOUG TETEAELTNKATAG TGV
eDEPYETAV, TG STVt ueU@SUEVOS Kal TOV Selv’ dvdéiov eival pdokwv,
OV 00dEV ékelvoi mpoofikev. &p’ 00 TOAD T0T TéAwvog dmooTateis T
yvwun;

Again, there is another excellent law of Solon, forbidding a man to
speak ill of the dead, even if he is himself defamed by the dead man’s
children. You do not speak ill of our departed benefactors, Leptines;
you do ill to them, when you blame one and assert that another is un-
worthy, though these charges have nothing to do with the dead men.
Are you not very far from the intention of Solon?

The focus of this passage is on Leptines himself, not on the unconstitu-
tional law that he proposed. Demosthenes claims quite grandly that it
was he who unjustly and unjustifiably insulted the dead. The fact that
Leptines is an unknown figure - at least to modern students of oratory -
gives the orator the freedom to attack him as harshly as he thought this
attack would be persuasive. The anonymity made it necessary for the
speaker to put the person in the spotlight by making him acting and ac-
tive subject of the sad consequences that his law allegedly causes. This
attack need not be evenly articulated, from the exordium to the perora-
tion of the speech, to convince the judges of the inappropriateness of the



132 ANDREAS SERAFIM

law. Invectives, if they are pointed out and well formulated, as is this case
here, achieve their purpose very well. The antithesis between Leptines
and Solon, and metaphorically also between present decadence and past
splendour, reinforces the focus on the person of the former that Demos-
thenes is trying to achieve. The antithesis is probably fuelled by the fact
that there were laws in Athens attributed to Solon, which forbade speak-
ing ill of the dead (cf. Dem. 20.104, 40.49; Plut. Sol. 21.1). The dead were
considered sacred (Plut. Sol. 21.1: tovg pebeotdrag iepovg vouilew).

Accusations against opponents of mistreating parents are not uncom-
mon in Attic oratory. What strikes me is the accumulation of this accu-
sation in four consecutive passages in Demosthenes’ Against Boeotus 2
(speech 40).

Against Boeotus/ Demosthenes | 46 | moral defi- insulting the

Boeotus 2 | Mantitheus ciencies dead

Against Boeotus/ Demosthenes | 47 | moral defi- insulting the

Boeotus 2 | Mantitheus ciencies dead

Against Boeotus/ Demosthenes | 48 | moral defi- insulting the

Boeotus 2 | Mantitheus ciencies dead

Against Boeotus/ Demosthenes | 49 | moral defi- insulting the

Boeotus 2 | Mantitheus ciencies dead, shameless-
ness

The accumulation helps to convey a consistent and forceful message to
the audience that the defendants are guilty of a devastating legal offence.
In §47 and §49, note that the verb pAacenuéw is used to refer to the ille-
gal act of insulting dead parents: “but in truth are not children of their
supposed fathers, quarrel with them without scruple while they live, and
think nothing of slandering them when they are dead” (repi tebvedrtwv
a0tV PAacenuodvtec). Although the verb generally means ‘to speak ill
of and ‘to slander’ (as in Dem. 18.10), it also has a religious dimension, as
in Pl. Resp. 381e: €i¢ BeoUg PAacenudaorv. Religious undertones accom-
pany, if only tacitly, the word in the context of Dem. 40.47. In principle,
invectives with a religious flavour take all kinds of forms and are omni-
present in speeches, such as references to one’s impiety. In Andocides,
On the Mysteries 33, it is mentioned that punishment in an impiety trial
leads to the revocation of the right to enter the temples of the gods. Legal



BOUNDARIES AND LIMITATIONS 133

offences or crimes, such as insulting the dead for sure, are often pre-
sented as serious religious crimes.®” This is to emphasize that the targets
of criticism are destined to be punished by the gods for the offence, and
that people should do their best to comply with the divine will within
the framework of their rule of law. An offence, even if committed by an
individual, risks the punishment of the entire community. There were
therefore serious legal consequences for offenders, ranging from the
death penalty to banishment, loss of political rights (atimia) and confis-
cation of property. The Athenians considered it not only their right but
also their duty to punish (individual) impiety offences if they did not
want to anger the gods or turn them against the entire community (An-
tiph. 4.1.3; Isoc. 16.6; Lys. 6.3, 10, 53; Eur. Phoen. 69-74; Hdt. 7.133-137; Xen.
Hell. 5.2.32,5.4.1).%

The fact that accusations of impiety are levelled against the speakers’
opponents in both public and private speeches, as Dem. 40 indicates,
means that, as mentioned earlier in this paper, the same patterns of in-
vective are used in public and private speeches without any drastic dis-
tinction. This also applies to the other categories of invective that I have
already mentioned in this article. The attribution of sycophantic prac-
tices to opponents is an example of invective used in both the public and
private spheres, as are references to moral accusations such as the
spreading of lies, the propensity for immoral company, excessive con-
sumption, debt to the city, origin, family and disregard for familial ties,
the unrestrained use of the human body as a means of physical assault,
nature, and examples of formal invectives such as the use of insulting
epithets. Even bad or failed leadership, which at first sight seems to fit
more in the context of public speeches, also appears in private speeches,
e.g. in 50.29, 37, 58, 66, where Polycles is presented as refusing to take a
vessel from the speaker and fulfil his duties concerning the liturgy. The
considerable overlap in the thematic features of invective suggests that,

67 The connection between legality and religiosity is particularly evident in the case
where impiety is caused by the murder of a person, as in Dem. 23.40; according to
Draco’s homicide law (cf. IG I’ 104), the punishment is the cancellation of the right to
enter the temples of the gods.

68 Serafim 2021a: 38.
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as mentioned at the beginning of this article, the cultural differences be-
tween public and private life are not as pronounced as modern scholars
claim - and this is inevitably reflected in literature.

A small and partial difference in the articulation of invective centres
on the techniques used to give concrete form to the abstract accusation
that opponents ‘mistreat the community’. This involves a broad category
of techniques; 1 call it protean because, like Proteus, it has many faces,
depending on the context and the purpose the speaker wishes to pursue
with it. It is used in both public and private speeches, but with a slight
differentiation in form: in public court speeches it usually refers to legal
and political matters (as in Dem. 19.284, 302, 310), as well as in private
cases (e.g. 43.71-72; cf. Lys. 30.9, where the extraordinary accusation of
subversion of democracy is made, which occurs frequently in public
cases). In private contexts, however, it also refers to economic issues, as
in Dem. 38.26 (and implicitly in other private speeches, as in Lys. 29.10).
This is of course not surprising, since in private speeches economic mat-
ters between private individuals are addressed and legalized. The refer-
ences to debts to the city, which occur in both public and private court
speeches, may of course suggest mistreatment of the community, but in
private speeches the mistreatment is even more clearly expressed, as in
38.26: “those who, while performing public services, have squandered
their own property, bring the city into disrepute instead of rendering her
service.”

Another difference in technique concerns the way in which reference
is made to people suffering from madness: in both categories of speeches,
they are rarely used, but only in private speeches are they more explicit
and pronounced. In public speeches, I have found only two examples of
such accusations: 18.324 and 25.32. Neither of them is as emphatic and
forceful as the two examples in private speeches: 36.48 and 48.52-56. The
difference in the way these accusations are made arises from the use of
language: in the public speeches, madness is either made implicit, as in
18.324, or not in strongly biting terms, as in 48.52-56, where the term
andvoua is used, which does not necessarily mean ‘madness’ as such, but
literally ‘lack of sense’ or ‘loss of perception’. In private speeches,
stronger and more explicit terms are used: paivopot and the cognitive
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noun pavia, Tapa@povéw, and peAayxoAdw. In Attic law there were gra-
phe/dike paranoias - so, both public and private cases in which a (usually
senile) person was accused of squandering his wealth due to mental dis-
order. Whether the difference in the drafting and uttering of invective is
due to the specific historical circumstances relating to each of the
speeches, the specific contexts within the speeches in which the refer-
ences are embedded, or the generic dichotomy between public and pri-
vate court speeches is difficult to say. This could equally well be a topic
for further and future research: how invectives that take the form of al-
legations of madness or mental insanity occur throughout the corpus of
surviving Attic speeches.®

It may hopefully have become clear that the boundaries between pub-
lic and private speech do not impose any significant restrictions on the
rhetoric available to speakers to attack their opponents in court. Despite
the differences in frequency - invectives are used more often in public
speeches than in private ones - the techniques are largely the same and
serve a single purpose: to castigate opponents, destroy their socio-polit-
ical credibility, exclude them from the general group of Athenians and
other Hellenes, marginalize them, and make the judges vote against
them. The similarities in the techniques of using invective in the court
speeches also extend to the specific articulation of comic invective: no
noticeable difference can be identified based on the legal nature of the
speeches. This means that the rhetoric is the same when it comes to per-
suasion through invective. And apart from the specific discussion of in-
vective, the distinction between public and private speeches leads to
some differentiation, for example in the way emotional appeals are made
and how religious discourse is used, but this is not as noticeable and pro-
nounced as scholars tend to argue. It is not even possible to distinguish
between public and private speech, especially in the case of Lysias,” let
alone to overemphasize the differences between the two worlds.

69 On paranoia and mental illness in general: Lewis 1970; Ahonen 2014; Thumiger &
Singer 2018. On comic and tragic tropes of madness: Padel 1995. On mental illness in
oratory and comedy: Kazantzidis 2021: 107-23.

70 Blass, for example, proposes to look at the substance of each case to determine
whether it is public or private, a method that Jebb - and I agree with him - considers



136 ANDREAS SERAFIM

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Ahonen, M. 2014. Mental Disorders in Ancient Philosophy. Cham.

Ando, C. & J. Riipke (eds.) 2015. Public and Private in Ancient Mediterranean
Law and Religion. Berlin, Munich & Boston.

Apter, D.A. 1991. ‘Institutionalism Revisited’ International Social Science
Journal 43, 463-81.

Arena, V. 2007. ‘Roman Oratorical Invective’ in W. Dominik & J. Hall (eds.)
A Companion to Roman Rhetoric. Malden, 149-60.

Barker, E. 2009. Entering the Agon: Dissent and Authority in Homer, Historiog-
raphy and Tragedy. Oxford.

Bers, V. 1985. ‘Dikastic Thorubos’ in P.A. Cartledge & F.D. Harvey (eds.)
Crux: Essays Presented to G.E.M. de Ste Croix on his 75th Birthday. Devon, 1-
15.

Blass, F. 1868. Die attische Beredsamkeit: Von Gorgias bis zu Lysias. Leipzig.

Cairns, D. 2003. ‘The Meaning of the Veil in Ancient Greek Culture’ in J.L.
Llewellyn-Jones (ed.) Women'’s Dress in the Ancient Greek World. London
& Swansea, 73-93.

Cairns, D. 2021. ‘Honor’ in C. Baron (ed.) Herodotus Encyclopedia. Hoboken,
703-6.

Canevaro, M. 2016. Demostene, Contro Leptine: Introduzione, Traduzione e
Commento Storico. Berlin & Boston.

Carey, C. 1990. ‘Structure and Strategy in Lysias XXIV’ Greece & Rome 37,
44-51,

Conover, P.J. 1984. ‘The Influence of Group Identifications on Political
Perception and Evaluation’ The Journal of Politics 46, 760-85.

Corbeill, A. 2002. ‘Ciceronian Invective’ in ].M. May (ed.) Brill’s Companion
to Cicero: Oratory and Rhetoric. Leiden, 197-218.

Couch, H.N. 1944. ‘Fooling the Audience’ Classical Journal 40, 172-74.

Craig, C.P. 2004. ‘Audience Expectations, Invective and Proof” in J. Powell
(ed.) Cicero the Advocate. Oxford, 187-214.

unsafe. Blass 1868: 445-660. Blass’ proposed categorization contains some highly
contestable suggestions, such as his argument that two speeches by Lysias, For the
Invalid and To His Companions, should be regarded as “Bagatelle.”



BOUNDARIES AND LIMITATIONS 137

Dussol, E. 2006. ‘Petite introduction al’ invective medievale’ in D. Girard
&J. Pollock (eds.) Invectives: Quand le corps reprend la parole. Perpignan,
160-73.

Eccleston, C. & G. Crombez 1999. ‘Pain Demands Attention: A Cognitive-
affective Model of the Interruptive Function of Pain’ Psychological Bul-
letin 125, 356-66.

Egeberg, M. 2003. ‘How Bureaucratic Structure Matters: An Organiza-
tional Perspective’ in B.G. Peters & J. Pierre (eds.) Handbook of Public
Administration. London, 116-26.

Eisenberger, N.I. et al. 2003. ‘Does Rejection Hurt? An FMRI Study of So-
cial Exclusion’ Science 302, 290-92.

Hall, E. 2006. The Theatrical Cast of Athens: Interactions between Ancient Greek
Drama and Society. Oxford.

Halliwell, S. 2004. ‘Aischrology, Shame, and Comedy’ in I. Sluiter & R.M.
Rosen (eds.) Free Speech in Classical Antiquity. Leiden & Boston, 115-44,

Hansen, M.H. 1991. The Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes: Struc-
ture, Principles, and Ideology. Oxford.

Harris, E.M. 2015. ‘The Family, the Community and Murder: The Role of
Pollution in Athenian Homicide Law’ in C. Ando &J. Riipke (eds.) Public
and Private in Ancient Mediterranean Law and Religion. Berlin, Munich &
Boston, 419-54,

Harris, E.M. 2017. ‘How to “Act” in an Athenian Court: Emotions and Fo-
rensic Performance’ in S. Papaioannou et al. (eds.) The Theatre of Jus-
tice: Aspects of Performance in Greco-Roman Oratory and Rhetoric. Leiden
& Boston, 223-42.

Huddy, L. 2003. ‘Group Identity and Political Cohesion’ in D. Sears et al.
(eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology. Oxford, 511-58.

Kamen, D. 2020. Insults in Classical Athens. Madison, WI.

Kazantzidis, G. 2021. ““You are Mad!” Allegations of Insanity in Greek
Comedy and Rhetoric’ in S. Papaioannou & A. Serafim (eds.) Comic In-
vective in Ancient Greek and Roman Oratory. Berlin & Boston, 107-24.

Kennedy, G. 2003. Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and
Rhetoric. Leiden & Boston.

Konstan, D. 1997. Friendship in the Classical World. Cambridge.

Konstan, D. 2003. ‘Shame in Ancient Greece’ Social Research 70, 601-30.



138 ANDREAS SERAFIM

Koster, S. 1980. Die Invektive in der griechischen und rémischen Literatur.
Meisenheim.

Kratochwil, F. 1984. ‘The Force of Prescription’ International Organization
38, 685-708.

Lau, R. 1989. ‘Individual and Contextual Influences on Group Identifica-
tion’ Social Psychology Quarterly 52, 220-31.

MacDowell, D.M. 1978. The Law in Classical Athens. Ithaca.

March, J.G. & J.P. Olsen 1995. Democratic Governance. New York.

March, J.G. & J.P. Olsen 2005. ‘Elaborating the “New Institutionalism™
ARENA Centre for European Studies, online publication:
https://cpp.amu.edu.pl/pdf/olsen2.pdf#:~:text=Institutional-
ism,%20as%20that%20term%20is%20used%20here,%20connotes (last
access: October 2024)

Martin, G. 2009. Divine Talk: Religious Argumentation in Demosthenes. Ox-
ford.

Mayer, A.V. et al. 2021. ‘A Psychological Perspective on Vicarious Embar-
rassment and Shame in the Context of Cringe Humor’ Humanities 10,
110: https://doi.org/10.3390/h10040110

Merton, R.K. 1938. ‘Social Structure and Anomie’ American Sociological Re-
view 3, 672-82.

Meyer, J. & B. Rowan 1977. ‘Institutionalized Organizations: Formal
Structure as Myth and Ceremony’ American Journal of Sociology 83, 340-
63.

Miller, J.B.F. 2007. Convinced that God Had Called Us: Dreams, Visions, and the
Perception of God’s Will in Luke-Acts. Leiden & Boston.

Miller, A.H et al. 1981. ‘Group Consciousness and Political Participation’
American Journal of Political Science 25, 494-511.

Momigliano, A. 1985. Tra storia e storicismo. Pisa.

Novokhatko, A. 2009. The Invectives of Sallust and Cicero: Critical Edition with
Introduction, Translation, and Commentary. Berlin.

Opelt, 1. 1965. Die lateinischen Schimpfwérter und verwandte sprachliche Er-
scheinungen: Eine Typologie. Heidelberg.

Padel, R. 1995. Whom Gods Destroy: Elements of Greek and Tragic Madness.
Princeton.

Pitkin, H. 1967. The Concept of Representation. Berkeley.



https://cpp.amu.edu.pl/pdf/olsen2.pdf#:%7E:text=Institutionalism,%20as%20that%20term%20is%20used%20here,%20connotes
https://cpp.amu.edu.pl/pdf/olsen2.pdf#:%7E:text=Institutionalism,%20as%20that%20term%20is%20used%20here,%20connotes
https://doi.org/10.3390/h10040110

BOUNDARIES AND LIMITATIONS 139

Powell, G.F. 2007. ‘Invective and the Orator: Ciceronian Theory and Prac-
tice’ in J. Booth (ed.) Cicero on the Attack: Invective and Subversion in the
Orations and Beyond. Swansea, 1-23.

Quiroga Puertas, A.J. 2022. ‘Psogos: The Rhetoric of Invective in 4th Cen-
tury CE Imperial Speeches’ in S. Papaioannou, A. Serafim & M. Ed-
wards (eds.) Brill’s Companion to the Reception of Ancient Rhetoric. Leiden
& Boston, 170-91.

Riess, W. 2012. Performing Interpersonal Violence: Court, Curse, and Comedy in
Fourth Century BCE Athens. Berlin.

Riu, X. 2022. ‘Parrhesia, Comedy, and Freedom of Speech in Ancient
Greece’ Brewminate: A Bold Blend of News and Ideas,
online:  https://brewminate.com/parrhesia-comedy-and-freedom-
of-speech-in-ancient-greece/ (last access: October 2024).

Rosen, R.M. 2013. ‘Comic Parrhésia and the Paradoxes of Repression’ in
S.D. Olson (ed.) Ancient Comedy and Reception: Essays in Honor of Jeffrey
Henderson. Berlin & Boston, 13-28.

Rubinstein, L. 2004. ‘Stirring up Dicastic Anger’ in D.L. Cairns & R.A. Knox
(eds.) Law, Rhetoric, and Comedy in Classical Athens: Essays in honour of
Douglas M. MacDowell. Swansea, 187-203.

Rubinstein, L. 2005. ‘Differentiated Rhetorical Strategies in the Athenian
Courts’ in M. Gagarin & D. Cohen (eds.) The Cambridge Companion to An-
cient Greek Law. Cambridge, 129-45.

Saxonhouse, A.W. 2006. Free Speech and Democracy in Ancient Athens. Cam-
bridge.

Schutz, C.E. 1977. ‘It’s a Funny Thing’ in A. Chapman & H. Foot (eds.) Hu-
mour: Proceedings of the International Conference on Humour. New York,
225-28.

Serafim, A. 2015. ‘Making the Audience: Ekphrasis and Rhetorical Strategy
in Demosthenes 18 and 19’ Classical Quarterly 65, 96-108.

Serafim, A. 2017. Attic Oratory and Performance. New York and London.

Serafim, A. 2020. ‘Comic Invective in the Public Forensic Speeches of At-
tic Oratory’ Hellenica 68, 23-42.

Serafim, A. 2021a. Religious Discourse in Attic Oratory and Politics. London &
New York.

Serafim, A. 2021b. ‘A Triangle in the Law-court: Speakers-Opponents-Au-
diences and the Use of the Imperative’ Trends in Classics 13, 388-417.



https://brewminate.com/parrhesia-comedy-and-freedom-of-speech-in-ancient-greece/
https://brewminate.com/parrhesia-comedy-and-freedom-of-speech-in-ancient-greece/

140 ANDREAS SERAFIM

Serafim, A. 2021c. ‘Comic Invective in Attic Forensic Oratory: Private
Speeches’ in S. Papaioannou & A. Serafim (eds.) Comic Invective in An-
cient Greek and Roman Oratory. Berlin & Boston, 65-79.

Serafim, A. 2022. ‘Religion on the Rostrum: Euchomai Prayers in the Texts
of Attic Oratory’ Trends in Classics 14, 93-123.

Serafim, A. 2022b. ‘The Mood of Persuasion: Imperatives and Subjunc-
tives in Attic Oratory’ in A. Vatri & A. Serafim (eds.) Style and the City:
Form and Functions of Language in Attic Oratory. Berlin & Boston, 299-
317.

Serafim, A. 2023. ‘Revisiting the Hill of Pnyx: The Physical, Rhetorical,
and Socio-cultural Contexts’ Annals of the Faculty of Law in Belgrade 71,
1-63.

Serafim, A. 2025. Body Behaviour and Identity Construction in Ancient Greek
and Roman Literature. New York & London.

Simon, H.A. 1965. Administrative Behavior.* New York.

Sommerstein, A.H. 2002. ‘Comic Elements in Tragic Language: The Case
of Aeschylus’ Oresteia’ in A. Willi (ed.) The Language of Greek Comedy.
Oxford, 151-67.

Siiss, W. 1920. Ethos. Studien zur dlteren griechischen Rhetorik. Leipzig & Ber-
lin.

Tacon, J. 2001. ‘Ecclesiastic “Thorubos”: Interventions, Interruptions and
Popular Involvement in the Athenian Assembly’ Greece & Rome 48, 173-
92.

Tajfel, H. & J.C. Turner 1979. ‘An Integrative Theory of Intergroup Con-
flict’ in W. G. Austin & S. Worchel (eds.) The Social Psychology of Inter-
group Relations. Monterey, 33-37.

Tarnopolsky, C.H. 2010. Prudes, Perverts, and Tyrants: Plato’s Gorgias and the
Politics of Shame. Princeton.

Thomas, R. 2011. ‘And You, the Démos, Made an Uproar: Performance,
Mass Audiences, and Text in the Athenian Democracy’ in A.P.M.H.
Lardinois et al. (eds.) Sacred Words: Orality, Literacy, and Religion. Leiden
& Boston, 161-87.

Thumiger, C. & P.N. Singer (eds) 2018. Mental Illness in Ancient Medicine:
From Celsus to Paul of Aegina. Leiden.

Weaver, R.K. & B.A. Rockman 1993. Do Institutions Matter? Government Ca-
pabilities in the United States and Abroad. Washington.



BOUNDARIES AND LIMITATIONS 141

Yunis, H. (ed.) 2001. Demosthenes, On the Crown. Cambridge.






DEMOSTHENES AND
THE LANGUAGE OF INVECTIVE

By Edward M. Harris

Summary: This article compares the vocabulary of invective used by Demosthenes with
that used by other orators. Demosthenes had a reputation in antiquity for using very
abusive language and a study of his speeches shows that he often uses words or expres-
sions either not used by other orators or used only sparingly. Demosthenes also employs
exclamations with the names of gods and aggressive addresses to opponents more fre-
quently than other orators. The final part of the essay examines the personality of De-
mosthenes to explain why his invective is more harsh than other orators’.

Ta papa Kol anibava pripata (Aeschines 3.166)

In 346 BCE Aeschines, Demosthenes and eight other Athenians with one
representative of the Second Athenian League were elected as ambassa-
dors to negotiate a peace treaty with Philip II the king of Macedonia.!
They brought back a proposal from Philip, which was ratified by the As-
sembly on 19 Elaphebolion (Aeschin. 2.61, 65; Dem. 19.57). The same am-
bassadors went back to Macedonia to take the oaths from Philip and re-
turned to Athens in Skirophorion (Dem. 19.57-58). During this second
embassy, Aeschines and Demosthenes had a serious disagreement. As a
result, Demosthenes and another politician named Timarchus brought
charges against Aeschines when he rendered his accounts (euthynai).
Aeschines brought a charge against Timarchus in late 346 and won a con-
viction (Aeschin. 1; Dem. 19.2, 257, 284-285, 287). This discouraged De-
mosthenes from bringing his case to court until 343.* In the speech he
delivered at the trial, Demosthenes accused Aeschines of mistreating an
Olynthian woman, who had been enslaved when Philip’s troops captured
the city in 348. The account of the incident given by Demosthenes
(19.196-198) is very explicit:

1 For an account of the First and Second Embassy in 346 see Harris 1995: 50-77.
2 For the date of the speech see Dionysius of Halicarnassus Amm. 1.4.

Edward M. Harris: ‘Demosthenes and the Language of Invective’ C&M Supplementum 3
(2025) 143-167.
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kAnBévtec yap obTo1 mpd¢ Eevéppova ToV vidv TOV Gaidipov, Tl TGV
Tp1dkovTa, Qxovro Eyw & oUk émopeOnv. meldn &’ fixov gi¢ T mively,
glodayer v’ 'OAvvbiav yuvaika, eOmpend] pév, éAevBépav ¢ kal
owEpova, WG O €pyov €dNAWOEV. TAOTNV TO PEV TPAOTOV OUTWOL
mively fovyii kol Tpwyely Avdykalov obToi uot dokel, we dinyeit’
TatpokAflG €uol Tff Votepalar wg O€ mponer TO mpAyua Kal
diebepuaivovto, katakAiveoBar kai t1 kal  &dewv  €kéAevov.
chnpovovcnq d¢ tnq avepwnou Kat o0t ses)\ouonc ouT’ smotocpsvnc,
UBprv 10 mpdyy’ €pacav ovtool Kal 0 PpUvwV Kal OUK GVEKTOV €ivat,
TV Oe0ig sprcov TV a?xsltnplwv "OAvvOiwv alxpodxwtov ooV
l'pU(pO(V Kol ‘kdAer maida’, kai 1pocvra alq cpspstw " NKEV OIKETNG EXWV
pvtr]pa kol TEMWKSTWY, oipal, Kol LK@V BVTwV TV napoivvovrwv
glmovong Tt kai dakpuodong ékeivng meptppriag TOV Xitwviokov O
oikétng &afvel katd To0 vedTov TOANGC. #Ew & avTh¢ obs' Umd Tod
KakoD kal ToD TPAYUATOG 1] YuVT], Gvamndnoaca TPOOTINTEL TPOG TA
yovata t@ TatpokAel, Kai thv tpdnelav dvatpenel. Kol €l un ‘KeIvog
agpeileto, AMWAET Qv TapOlVOLMEVH Kal yap 1 mapoivia tod
KaBdppatog Tovtoul detv.

When they were invited to the house of Xenophron, the son of Phae-
dimus, who was one of the Thirty, they went, but I did not go. After
they got to drinking, he brought in an Olynthian woman, good-look-
ing on the one hand, yet also free born and modest, as her conduct
revealed. At first, they apparently forced her only to drink in a lei-
surely way and to eat, as Iatrocles related to me the next day. But as
the event went on and they were getting warmed up, they ordered
her to sit down and also to sing something. The slave woman got up-
set; she did not wish to sit down and did not know how to sing. This
man here and Phrynon declared that she was arrogant and that it was
unbearable for one of the god-forsaken, damned Olynthians, and a
captive taken in war at that, to give herself airs. And shouted ‘Call the
slave boy in” and ‘let him bring a whip.” A slave came with a strap
(ipavtd); they were drinking, I think, and minor things were getting
them stirred up. When she protested and burst into tears, the slave
tore off her short chiton and thrashed (§aiver) her on the back many
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times. The woman was out of her mind with her suffering and this
treatment and jumping up fell at the knees of Iatrocles, pushing over
the table. If that man had not taken her away, she would have been
killed from their drunken violence. The drunken abuse of this scum-
bag (kabdpuatog) here is appalling. (My translation)

The vocabulary in this passage is very unusual for extant speeches writ-
ten for delivery in Athenian courts.’ This is the only passage in Attic or-
atory where we find the words vdtov (“back”), iuavta (“whip”), putfipa
(“leather bridle”), Siebepuaivovto (“they were getting warmed up”), and
atvel, which I have translated as “thrash”. The last term is interesting;
it is used to describe carding wool and evokes an image of a sharp object
cutting into soft material. Demosthenes could have used a more neutral
term to describe the whipping, but he chose one that conveyed the image
of the shape while lacerating the woman’s flesh. The word putfipa can be
used to denote a bridle for a horse, which would have been humiliating
for a human being. The word xitwviokog is also rare in court speeches
and is associated with slaves (Dem. 36.14). Demosthenes (21.216) de-
scribes himself as almost naked when his himation was pulled off and he
was wearing only his chitoniskos. Other words and phrases are also strik-
ing and unusual in Attic Oratory. The expression “enemies of the gods”
is never found in other court speeches except those written by Demos-
thenes (see below) and the adjective katdpatog is found only in Demos-
thenes and Dinarchus, who is probably imitating Demosthenes (see be-
low). The word kaBapua is also very strong: when Meidias is quoted us-
ing the term to insult people, Demosthenes (21.185) provides this as evi-
dence of his abusive personality. The word is never found in other ora-
tors except Aeschines (3.211) and Dinarchus (1.16), who use it only about
Demosthenes possibly as an implicit criticism for his choice of words.*

3 The analysis of the language in this passage is taken from Harris 2017: 234-35 with
some modifications and additions. Spatharas 2019: 109-16 misrepresents my analysis
of the passage. Daix 2023: 583-85 does not comment on the unusual vocabulary of
Demosthenes in this passage. Daix 2023: 287 translates oikétng as “serviteur.” For
the correct translation see Lewis 2018: 295-306.

4 On this term see Wankel 1976: 683-84 and MacDowell 1990: 399-400, who do not ob-
serve that the other orators never use the term or only in relation to Demosthenes.
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In his reply as defendant at his trial in 343, Aeschines (2.157) summa-
rises these accusations and corrects two details.” What is revealing is that
Aeschines (2.158) criticizes Demosthenes’ charges not only for being
false but also for being shameful (aioxpaic), that is, for exceeding the
bounds of decorum usually expected in court.® He clearly alludes to the
style of his account by recalling how Demosthenes strained his voice. Ap-
parently, Aeschines was not the only one to find Demosthenes’ language
offensive. At the beginning of his speech, Aeschines (2.4) says that he was
beside himself and was very hurt when Demosthenes accused him of this
abuse. But Aeschines then rejoiced when the judges rejected
(¢€ePaAAete) this charge, which apparently indicates that they shouted
him down for this breach of etiquette and did not allow him to continue.
Later in the speech Aeschines (2.153) returns to this incident and the re-
action of the court and says that Demosthenes was “thrown out”
(¢€eppipn) by the judges in the middle of speaking. These are not the only
passages in which Aeschines objects to Demosthenes’ style and choice of
vocabulary. In Against Ctesiphon Aeschines objects to his “filthy and in-
credible words” (t& wapa kai anibava pripata) and to his “harsh and
strange words” (mikp®v kal mepiépywv).” Other contemporaries also
found his style harsh. According to Plutarch (Demosthenes 4.5), Demos-
thenes had the nickname Argas because his manners were savage and

5 Aeschines says that Xenodocus, one of Philip’s Macedonian companions, was their
host, and that Xenodocus was providing a feast, not a symposion.

6 Fisher 2024: 123 claims that “the ‘shameful charges’ (aioxpaig aitiong) must be
‘shameful’ for Aeschines the intended victim” but fails to observe that the judges
and other onlookers expressed their disapproval of Demosthenes, not Aeschines. See
Aeschines 2.4, which is ignored by Fisher and shows that the charges were shameful
for Demosthenes. Note also that Demosthenes (18.130) worries that his language may
be “unbecoming” to himself (00 npoorikovtag éuavt®), which shows that the orator
was aware that his choice of language might reflect badly on his reputation.

7 Dionysius of Halicarnassus Demosthenes 55 attempts to defend the orator against Aes-
chines’ criticisms by claiming that his language is harsh only when the occasion re-
quired harshness to make the judges strict in enforcing the law. This indicates that
Dionysius also found Demosthenes’ language harsh, but he does not compare his vo-
cabulary with that of the other Attic orators. In the same essay (57) Dionysius claims
that even though fifty or sixty thousand lines of Demosthenes’ speeches survive, he
has not been able to find any vulgar or unpleasant words (goptikd kai dndf
dvduata). As this essay will show, this judgment is wildly inaccurate.
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harsh (Onp1wdn kal mkpdv) or because his way of speaking annoyed
(@Gvidvta) his audience.® Argas was known for his vile and irritating
songs (VOuwv movnp@v kai apyaAéwv).

In this article I will show that Demosthenes’ vocabulary for his court
speeches and especially those delivered in public cases differs signifi-
cantly from other speeches written for delivery in Athenian courts. Some
of the language Demosthenes uses to attack his opponents is similar to
that used by other orators, but in several cases Demosthenes’s choice of
words is distinctive and unusual. This topic has not received much atten-
tion from scholars writing about the style of Demosthenes. In his Die at-
tische Beredsamkeit, F. Blass has a few pages on Demosthenes’ choice of
vocabulary but does not compare him with other Attic orators.’ In his
book Demosthenes the Orator D.M. MacDowell does not discuss the topic at
all in the chapter on Demosthenes’ style'® and in his commentaries on
Against Meidias and On the False Embassy has little to say about Demosthe-
nes’ unusual vocabulary." In their books on invective, Worman and Ka-
men do not observe how Demosthenes’ choice of vocabulary differs from
that of other orators."

8 On the harshness of Demosthenes’s style cf. Plutarch Comparison of Demosthenes and
Cicero 3 (ukpiog o0 Tpdmov Kai 6TUYVETNTOC).

9 Blass 1887-1898.3.1: 65-225. Blass 1887-1898.3.1: 92-95 does note the unusual vocab-
ulary (“den durch ihre Ungewdhnheit harten Worten”) in On the Crown.

10 MacDowell 2009: 398-407.

11 MacDowell 1990 and MacDowell 2000. The same is true of Ronnet 1951.

12 Worman 2008 and Kamen 2020. On the latter see the review of Filonik 2024, who
shows that her analysis of the legal charge in Demosthenes’ Against Meidias is uncon-
vincing. Fisher 2024: 105 n. 11 claims that different passages point in different direc-
tions about the procedure, but has not read Dem. 21.25-28 carefully, which he mis-
represents. On the procedure see now Harris 2025.
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Terms of Abuse

Two of Demosthenes’ favourite words are the adjective BdeAvpdg (‘dis-
gusting’) and the noun BdeAvpia.” The adjective is not found in Ando-
cides, Antiphon, Lysias, Isaeus, Isocrates, Dinarchus, Hyperides or Lycur-
gus. Aeschines (1.41, 95, 192) uses the adjective four times in Against
Timarchus because of the unusual subject matter but never in On the False
Embassy and only once in Against Ctesiphon (3.246) when alluding to De-
mosthenes. The noun is also rarely used outside of Demosthenes: Lysias,
Antiphon, Lycurgus, Isocrates, Hyperides, and Dinarchus never use the
noun, and Andocides (1.122) and Isaeus (8.42) each use it only once. Not
surprisingly Aeschines (1.26, 54, 60, 70, 88, 105, 107, 189, 192) employs the
noun several times in Against Timarchus in which the nature of the legal
charge makes it appropriate but not at all in his other two speeches. The
adjective is one of Demosthenes’ preferred verbal weapons in Against
Meidias where it occurs seven times (21.2, 19, 98, 107, 123, 143, 151)."* He
flings the noun twice at Androtion (22.52, 59) and the adjective once
(22.66). In On the False Embassy Demosthenes (19.287) uses the adjective to
construct a derogatory nickname for one of Aeschines’ brothers-in-law
and twice for Aeschines (19.175, 309 [superlative]) and three times for
Philocrates (19.206 [superlative], 291, 309 [adverb])."” In one passage De-
mosthenes (19.208) uses the superlative against Philocrates and Aeschi-
nes together. In For Phormio he links the adjective to the term sykophantes
(36.58). The contrast with the other orators is striking."®

One of the stronger terms Demosthenes uses to insult his opponents
is katantvotog, which literally means ‘spat upon’. I translated the term
as ‘despicable’, and MacDowell translated the term ‘abominable’ and
notes that when Demosthenes uses the word about Meidias this is the

13 For the behaviour of the bdelyros see Theophrastus Characters 11.1 owe this reference
to Peter O’Connell.

14 MacDowell 1990: 437 does not list the term in the index of Greek words despite its
prominence in the speech.

15 On the names of Aeschines’ brothers-in-law see Harris 1986.

16 Other speeches in the Demosthenic corpus use the term less frequently: 8.68; 35.46;
36.58; 43.39; 47.81. The contrast between speeches in private cases and those in pub-
lic cases is striking.
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first time it is found in prose, earlier examples being found in tragedy."”
The adjective does not occur in Andocides, Antiphon, Aeschines, Isaeus,
Isocrates, Lysias, Hyperides or Lycurgus. What is curious is that the only
time when Dinarchus (1.15) uses the term he applies it to Demosthenes.
He implies that the term is very strong because he admits that he “can-
not control himself” (é€&youat), which indicates that the word is unusu-
ally harsh. MacDowell (1990: 355) plausibly suggests that the aim of Di-
narchus is “to mock his [i.e. Demosthenes’] use of the word.”*® It is a very
strong term and used by Apollo about the Furies (Aesch. Eum. 68) and by
Hecuba about Helen (Eur. Tro. 1024). When Demosthenes flings the term
at his enemies, he makes no apology (Dem. 18.33, 43, 196; 19.15; 21.137,
167, 171)."” Another strong term is 8AeBpoc, which MacDowell translates
as ‘pest’ but this is too mild. I translated the word as ‘wretch’, which may
also not do the word justice. Demosthenes uses it for Meidias (21.209),
Aeschines (18.127), and Phrasierides and Polysthenes (23.202), who are
also insulted as not even free men. The only other orator who uses this
term as an insult is Andocides (1.53).”° The next weapon in Demosthenes’
verbal arsenal is the term fdokavog used either as a noun or an adjective
with its related noun Baokavia and verb Packaivw. The verb has the
sense of ‘begrudge’ (Dem. 20.24) or ‘malign’ (Dem. 8.19), which would
suggest that the noun should be translated as ‘malice’ and the adjective
‘malicious.”” The adjective occurs six times (Dem. 18.108, 119, 132, 139,
242, 317), the verb twice (Dem. 18.189, 307) and the noun once (Dem.
18.252) in On the Crown where it is well suited to describe Aeschines’
grudging attitude toward the honours proposed in Ctesiphon’s decree.
These words occur rarely in Isocrates (5.11; 12.155; 15.62) and not at all

17 MacDowell 1990: 355 says it is found in tragedy and in Middle Comedy where it is
paratragic: “Slightly old-fashioned and formal, not colloquial.”

18 Cf. Wankel 1976: 272: “Aufer bei ihm kommt da Adjektiv in klassischer Prosa nur
noch einmal bei Deinarch vor (1.15, was dessen Demosthenesimitation gehort).”

19 The term is used twice about the Megarians (Dem. 13.32; 23.212).

20 Cf. Isocrates 4.100, on the destruction of Skione; Lysias fr. 12 (Carey): "Eppe €ig
SAebpdv te kal "APudov. Wankel 1976: 678 does not see how other orators tend to
avoid the term. Yunis 2001: 184 does not comment on the term.

21 MacDowell 1990: 414 considers this a term “of abuse with no very exact meaning,”
but this is too pessimistic.
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in Aeschines, Dinarchus, Lycurgus, Andocides, Lysias, Antiphon, or Hy-
perides.”

The terms hybris and hybrizein are found in all the orators, but Demos-
thenes is unusual for often using the verb mponnAakilev and has the
noun mponnAakioudg twice (Dem. 18.12, 316). The verb is derived from
the noun nnAd¢ (‘mud’) and can be translated ‘spatter with mud’ or
‘thrust in the mud’. Other orators rarely use these terms and only once
in a speech (Aeschin. 2.44; 3.258; Lys. 9.4; 15.6; Isaeus 2.47) or not at all
(Dinarchus, Lycurgus, Isocrates, Antiphon and Hyperides). Not surpris-
ingly, Demosthenes employs the verb eight times in Against Meidias (21.7,
61, 66, 72, 109, 131, 195, 219).” The verb and the noun are found four
times in On the Crown (18.12, 47, 256, 316), three times in Against Aris-
tocrates (23.89, 120, 201), and twice in Against Androtion (22.62, 58).* It is
rarely found in private speeches (Dem. 36.47; 46.13).”

Another pair of words found more frequently in Demosthenes than in
other orators are the verb fAacenueiv and the noun fAacenuia. These
words are found several times in the speeches of Isocrates but not in the
court speeches. They are never found in Lysias, Lycurgus, Andocides, An-
tiphon, or Hyperides. Aeschines (1.122, 167, 180; 2.149, 167) has them five
times, Dinarchus (1.5, 9, 12) three times and Isaeus (2.43) only once.
These terms occur in all parts of the Demosthenic corpus usually only
once or twice in a speech, but On the Crown stands out in that Demosthe-
nes (18. 10, 22, 34, 95, 123, 126, 256, 272) uses these words eight times. By
contrast, the verb diac0petv, which means literally ‘to rip apart’ and ac-
quires the sense of ‘to disparage’ or ‘to ridicule’, occurs once in Aeschines
(1.32), three times in Isocrates (Antid. 199, 300; In Lochitem 5; see also Ep.
6.11) but never in Andocides, Antiphon, Lycurgus, Dinarchus, Hyperides,
Lysias, or Isaeus. Demosthenes (18.27, 126, 180, 218, 299, 317, 323 (twice))
uses this rare verb eight times just in On the Crown, where it is well suited

22 See Wankel 1976: 585 (“sonst nicht bei den Rednern, abgesehen von dem Verbum bei
Isokrates”).

23 MacDowell 1990 does not comment on Demosthenes’ use of the term,

24 Note the comment of Wankel 1976: 332-33: “Haiifig ist das Verbum auer im Corp.
Dem. nur bei Platon; bei Thuk. z.B. nur zweimal (...), nur einmal bei Xenophon.”

25 The verb is found in several speeches by Apollodorus ([Dem.] 50.45; 59.35, 88,93, 113).
Note that the term is used by a slave to describe harsh physical abuse. See Harris
2006: 271-80.
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to express Aeschines’ attacks on his honours. Elsewhere it is found only
once in On the False Embassy (Dem. 19. 313) and in one assembly speech
(13.12).

Demosthenes is unique in calling his opponents ‘savage’ or ‘harsh’.
The adjective wudg, the adverb wudg and the noun wudtng are found in
both public and private court speeches (Dem. 29.26, 68; 29.2; 33.34 - no-
tably three times about his guardians) and in two assembly speeches
(Dem. 9.26; 10.43). Demosthenes uses terms for harshness four times in
Against Meidias (21.88 [noun and adverb], 97, 109),* where it effectively
describes his opponent’s abusive personality, and four times in On the
Crown (18.212, 231, 275, 285)*” and twice in Against Timocrates (24.24, 171).
Aeschines (2.1) uses only the noun once and in reference to Demosthe-
nes’ savagery. These words are not found in Dinarchus, Lysias, Ando-
cides, Lycurgus, Isaeus, Antiphon, or Hyperides, and the noun only six
times in all the speeches of Isocrates. Less harsh but still insulting is the
adjective dyvouwv, which means ‘insensitive’ or ‘inconsiderate’ and is
used to describe Meidias (Dem. 21.97) and Aeschines (Dem. 18.289).% De-
mosthenes also chides Aeschines for his ‘insensitivity’ in On the Crown
(18.252; at 207 he mentions the insensitivity of Fortune). Neither the ad-
jective nor the noun are found in Aeschines, Lysias, Isaeus, Dinarchus,
Hyperides, or Antiphon. The adjective is used once in the superlative by
Lycurgus (1.54) when attempting to browbeat the judges into convicting
Leocrates.

There are several terms or expressions in On the False Embassy without
parallel in other orators. Demosthenes (19.199) is the only litigant in an
extant court speech who claims that he is ‘choked with rage’
(Gmomviyouat),” the only one to accuse his opponent of ‘grovelling’
(19.338: mpovkvAvdeito), of “letting his cloak slip to his ankles” and
“puffing his cheeks out” (19.314: Boiudtiov kabeig dxpt TOV cPLPGOV...
Tag yvaboug @uo@v), or of being hissed at by his audience (19.337:

26 MacDowell 1990 does not comment on its use.

27 Wankel 1976: 1374 does not list the word as one of Demosthenes’ Schimpfworter.
28 Twice in Against Conon - 54.16, 14.

29 The verb is used with the meaning ‘drowned’ at Dem. 32.6.
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g€eovpittete).” No other accuser suggests that the ancestors of the Athe-
nians would approve if the defendants were stoned (Dem. 19.66:
kataAevoavtac).” One should compare Demosthenes’ claim in On the
Crown (18.133) that the Athenians should have tortured and executed
Aeschines, which is also without parallel in courtroom speeches.” There
are other unusual words and expressions in On the Crown. Demosthenes
is unique in attacking his opponent for “jumbling the laws up and down”
(111: dvw kal katw dakvk@Vv) and in calling the arguments of his oppo-
nent the kind of ritual abuse uttered in religious processions (11:
nounelag and 122: Gomnep €€ auaéng. Cf. 124: mouneverv) and “jokes” (15:
okwupata). * When mocking his career as an actor, Demosthenes
(18.242) calls Aeschines a “rustic (&povpaiog) Oinomaos” and a “mumbler
of iambs” (Dem. 18.139: iapPeropdyoc)* and “deranged” (Dem. 18.242:
guppdévnt). Elsewhere Demosthenes calls his opponent a “beggar” or
“scrounger” and “market-place loafer” (Dem. 18.127: omepuoloydq,
nepitpiupa &yopdg),”® compares him to a sprain or fracture (18.198: ta
priydata kol t& ondopata) and a sorcerer (18.276: yong; cf. 19.109). De-
mosthenes is replying to the use of the term by Aeschines (3.137, 207),
calls Aeschines’ comparison of their careers “rotten” (Dem. 18.227:
cafpdv), ** and accuses him of “spitting on others” (Dem. 18.258:

30 As in the case of the Olynthian woman, Demosthenes is alone among the orators in
naming parts of the body. Cf. Dem. 18.67 where he refers to the collar bone and leg
of Philip.

31 Stoning was very rare and considered harsh and extreme. See Rosivach 1987.
Forsdyke 2012: 144-70 claims that stoning without a trial was a legitimate form of
popular justice, but see Harris 2019: 104-10 for detailed refutation.

32 Wankel 1976: 726-27 observes that torture is used for non-citizens but fails to note
that Demosthenes is the only orator to propose torture for an opponent in court.
Yunis 2001: 188 does not comment on Demosthenes’ unparalleled demand.

33 Aeschines (1.126) uses the word for jokes told by Demosthenes but never in relation
to the speeches of an opponent.

34 For discussion of the term and the readings of the manuscripts see Wankel 1976: 758-
60.

35 On these terms see Wankel 1976: 677-78, who does not mention their absence from
the other orators.

36 Cf. Wankel 1976: 1028 (“Diese Adjektiv findet sich bei den Rednern nur bei D.”).
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drantowv).” Demosthenes (18.209) mocks Aeschines’ work as a secretary
with the original insult “one hunched over records” (ypauuatokdpwv).”®
Demosthenes (18.121) accuses Aeschines of insanity and urges him to
“take hellebore” as a remedy. To crown all these insults, Demosthenes
(18.242) calls Aeschines a “monkey” (nifnkog). No other extant court
speech contains such language.

Use of Religious Language

Demosthenes is also unlike the other orators in his use of insults related
to religious offences like impiety and pollution.* Demosthenes is the
only orator to call his opponents “enemies of the gods.”* In On the False
Embassy Demosthenes calls his fellow ambassadors (61, 223), Aeschines
(95, 250), and traitors (268) enemies of the gods. In On the Crown Demos-
thenes uses the phrase about Philip’s supporters (46, 61), Aeschines (119),
and Philiades of Messene, whose sons Neon and Thrasylochus were trai-
tors (295). He calls these and other traitors dAdotopec, those who deserve
divine punishment (Dem. 18.296; cf. Aesch. Eum. 326; Soph. Aj. 374).*' The
expression “enemy of the gods” is also applied to Meidias (Dem. 21.150,
197), Cotys (Dem. 23.119), politicians who propose dishonest honorary
decrees (Dem. 23.201), and Androtion (Dem. 24.6; cf. Dem. 22.59:
BeoroexOpiav).

Other litigants use the terms related to impiety (Goeela, doéfnua,
aoePng, doePeiv) only for actual religious offences as in the case of Ando-
cides (Andoc. 1 passim) and his accuser (Lys. 6 passim) discussing the mu-
tilation of the Herms and the parody of the Mysteries, or in the case of

37 Wankel 1976: 1129 notes that this compound occurs only here. Yunis 2001: 253 does
not comment on the term.

38 Wankel 1976: 967 notes that the term is “eine original Bildung” of Demosthenes,
which attracted the attention of lexicographers.

39 Onreligious discourse in Demosthenes’ forensic speeches see Serafim 2021: 41-45.

40 Cf. Wankel 1976: 327 (“nicht bei den iibrigen Rednern”). Yunis 2001: 136 does not
observe the contrast with other orators. In general, Martin 2009 does not note the
difference between Demosthenes and other orators in their use of religious lan-
guage.

41 Wankel 1976: 1297 notes that this is the first time the term is found in prose.
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Aeschines (1.190; 2.176, 224; 2.176; 3.106, 107, 115, 118, 121, 224) discuss-
ing crimes of The Thirty and those of the Amphissans.*” But Demosthe-
nes stretches the meaning of these terms and applies them to offences
not normally considered examples of impiety. When Leptines eliminated
exemptions from religious duties, Demosthenes (20.126) charged him
with banning honorands from rituals and calls this action “most impi-
ous” (GoeBéotatov). The alleged attempt of Aristocrates in his decree for
Charidemus to remove one of the protections for those convicted of in-
voluntary homicide is denounced as an act of impiety (Dem. 23.79). When
Androtion had inscriptions praising Athens removed from dedications
and replaced with others, Demosthenes (22.72; 24.180) calls the new ones
“impious”. When Androtion melted down crowns, Demosthenes (22.69 =
24.177) labels this “impiety.” With characteristic hyperbole, Demosthe-
nes (22.69; 24.177) also goes so far as to call this “temple robbery”
(iepoovAia) even though it was a routine matter.” Because Meidias called
Aristarchus a murderer, then denied doing so, Demosthenes (21.114) says
that he is impious. Insults to a choregos performing his duties are also
called “impiety” (Dem. 21.55). When Meidias charged Demosthenes with
the murder of Aristarchus, then allowed him to conduct rituals for the
Council, this too makes his opponent impious (Dem. 21.114).* Demosthe-
nes also denounces Aeschines and his opponents for being dAeitnpiog, a
term related to religious offences (Dem. 18.159; 19.259)* and charges
Aeschines with being kaxkodaiuwv (Dem. 19.115) and dkdaBaptog “ritually
unclean” (Dem. 19.199), a term not found in other orators.

Demosthenes is almost alone for calling his opponents “accursed” or
“damned” (katdpatog).*® In On the Crown Demosthenes (18.209, 244, 290)
addresses Aeschines with the vocative three times. Demosthenes (18.212)

42 Aeschines (106, 221) charges Demosthenes with impiety only in relation to this of-
fense and for having Anaxinos executed after he dined with him (Aeschin. 3.224).

43 See D. Harris 1995: 31-36. The term is found in Lys. 30.21.

44 Onthe other hand, his charge that Meidias committed an offence against the festival
uses the term impiety in its normal sense. See Dem. 21.199, 227, etc.

45 Lys. 6.53; Andoc. 1.130-31; Aeschin. 3.133-57.

46 Note that tpiokatdpatog is found at [Dem.] 25.82, a Hellenistic forgery (see Harris
2018: 193-229) and not in the rest of the Demosthenic corpus or in the rest of Attic
oratory.
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indignantly asks “who could be more savage and accursed than this ma-
licious accuser (sykophantes)?” In this speech Demosthenes (18.287) also
uses the adjective to construct the insulting nickname “damned Cyrebio”
for one of Aeschines’ brothers-in-law. In the speech Demosthenes
(24.107, 198) wrote for Diodorus, Timocrates is addressed twice with the
vocative of the adjective. In Against Aristocrates those who propose hon-
ours for those who do not deserve them are “damned rhetores” (Dem.
23.201) and the Euboeans are also said to be accursed (Dem. 23.212). In On
the False Embassy the Euboeans are accused of deserting the Athenians
(Dem. 19.75), and so is Aeschines (Dem. 19.70). Meidias is also called
“damned” (Dem. 21.164). It is striking that the term is not found in De-
mosthenes’ private speeches.” The only other orator who uses the ad-
jective is Dinarchus (1.47; cf. 2.4 and 15 about Aristogeiton), who uses it
twice about Demosthenes and may be paying him back in his own coin.*®

Another one of Demosthenes’ favourite terms of abuse is pipdg,
which is derived from the noun meaning piaopa, religious pollution.*
This term is very popular with Aristophanes for comic abuse. As Dickey
observes, “uapé was a low-register insult in classical Attic: the orators
used it when they were willing to descend to a lower register for effect,
Plato used it only as a joke but never in earnest, and no other classical
prose author was willing to use it at all.”*° It may be that the religious
connotations of the term may have faded over time, but the religious el-
ement is certainly present in the speech of Lysias Against Agoratus (13.77)
where the accuser charges the defendant with murder and asks, who
could be more polluted (uapdtepog) than Agoratus? The term also oc-

47 The word is also found at Dem. 13.32, but this speech may not be authentic. In gen-
eral, there is less religious discourse in the private speeches of Demosthenes. See
Serafim 2021: 69-71.

48 Cf. Wankel 1976: 967: “Von den {ibrigen Rednern hat es nur Deinarch (1.47; 4.4.15,
aber nicht im Vokativ.” Wankel does not observe that Dinarchus uses the term about
Demosthenes.

49 It is interesting that the author of the forgery Against Aristogeiton who tried his best
to imitate the style of Demosthenes, uses the term seven times ([Dem.] 25.28,32, 54,
58, 62,79, 81).

50 Dickey 1996: 167, who does not observe that Demosthenes uses the adjective more
than other orators.
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curs in a passage about pollution for homicide in the First Tetralogy of An-
tiphon (2.1.10).”* The word does not occur in the other speeches of the
corpus Lysiacum, Andocides, Lycurgus, or Isocrates. The term appears in
the speech Dinarchus composed for the accuser at Demosthenes’ trial in
323 (1.18, 21, 24, 50, 92, 95; cf. 3.18 about Philocles), and one gets the im-
pression that Dinarchus is turning one of Demosthenes’ favourite words
against him. At the same trial Hyperides (5.15, 21) uses the same word
against his former ally but not in other speeches. In Against Ctesiphon,
Aeschines (3.79, 101, 212) employs it against Demosthenes, but Aeschines
(1.42, 54) also applies it to Timarchus when recalling his debauchery. It
is telling that Aeschines (3.166) uses the adjective to describe Demosthe-
nes’ choice of words (ta piapd kai drifava pripata). The term was clearly
associated with Demosthenes and viewed as characteristic of his unusual
style. In Against Meidias Demosthenes hurls the adjective at his opponent
eight times and once at one of his associates (Dem. 21.19, 69 [adverb], 103,
114, 117, 135, 195, 216, 227 [the very last section of the speech]). One
starts to wonder who the real victim of abuse at this trial was. The word
is found three times in On the False Embassy (Dem. 19.13, 113, 230), twice
about Philocrates and once about the Athenian ambassador Phrynon. In
On the Crown (18.134, 141, 289, 296) Demosthenes uses the word three
times about Aeschines and once about traitors in Greece. It is curious to
note that the term does not occur in the public speeches (Against An-
drotion, Against Aristocrates, and Against Timocrates) that Demosthenes
wrote for others to deliver and not in Against Leptines, which is notable
for its absence of personal attacks. Perhaps his clients in these cases ex-
ercised a restraining influence. In the private speeches in the Demos-
thenic corpus it is found only once or twice in a few speeches (Dem. 36.58;
37.48;43.6, 83; 45.70; 57.38; 58.43, 49, 56 [note that scholars agree that this
speech was not written by Demosthenes]).”

51 Parker 1983: 126 claims that fears about pollution for homicide were diminishing by
the late fifth century, but this view is not convincing. See Harris 2015 and Harris
2019.

52 These passages show however that Martin 2009: 296 is wrong to claim that the term
“is avoided almost absolutely in the rest of the private speeches” aside from Against
Makartatos. He also does not contrast Demosthenes’ use of the term with that of the
other orators.
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Another feature of Demosthenes” hyperbolic style is his use of excla-
mations with the particle vn followed by the name of a god. Other orators
are more sparing with this exclamation: Dinarchus (2.8; 3.15) uses it
twice in three speeches, Lycurgus (Leocr. 75, 140) twice in a long speech,
Andocides (1.3, 15) in a long speech about religious matters, Isaeus (3.24,
73; 4.20; 6.61; 7.33) only five times in twelve speeches, Hyperides once in
Against Lycophron (fr. 5) and three times in Against Euxenippus (4, 14, 27),
and Isocrates never. In the speeches attributed to Antiphon (6.40) Zeus
and all the gods are invoked only once. The only other orator to employ
this exclamation many times in one speech is Aeschines (1.28, 73, 81, 88,
98, 108) in Against Timarchus in which he tries to create a solemn persona
for himself when making his charges of prostitution against the defend-
ant. In his other two speeches, Aeschines (2.130; 3.172, 217, 228) uses the
exclamation four times. In cases on public charges, Demosthenes goes
overboard: five times in On the Crown (18.101, 117, 129, 251, 294), twelve
times in On the False Embassy (19.24, 46, 52, 149, 158, 188, 215, 222, 235, 262,
272, 285), eight times in Against Leptines (20.3, 20, 38, 56, 58, 75, 151, 161),
thirteen times in Against Meidias (21.2, 3, 41, 88, 98, 99, 109, 149, 160, 198
(twice), 222), six times in Against Aristocrates (23.61, 64, 107, 124, 166, 194)
and eight times in Against Timocrates (24.37, 94, 99, 121, 125, 126, 176, 202).
These exclamations occur less frequently in the private speeches in the
Demosthenic corpus with two exceptions. In most cases they are found
only once or twice, which is partly but not entirely due to the shorter
length of these speeches.”® Demosthenes also uses the exclamation in
speeches delivered to the assembly but in most cases less frequently. It
is no accident that aside from Lycurgus (Leocr. 1-2) Demosthenes (18.1, 8)
is the only orator to begin a court speech with a prayer to the gods (cf.
141-142, 324 where he also invokes the gods).>*

A similar expression is the particle ud followed by name of a god or
the word ‘gods’. This is never found in Antiphon, Andocides, Lycurgus,

53 Once in Dem. 31.10; 35.48; 38.11; 41.12; 45.11; 49.64; 52.26; 54.34; 58.64. Twice in Dem.
32.28;33.25, 37; 37.27, 50; 40.26, 32; 42.6, 7; 55.6, 7. The only exceptions are Dem. 33.6.
39, 55, 61; 39.7, 9, 13, 14, 32; 44.33, 50, 55 (twice).

54 Cf. Wankel 1976: 105: “Doch auch ohne die Wiederholung und die ganze Promium
umgreifende Funktion wire das Eingangsgebet ungewdhnlich. Von den erhaltenen
attischen Reden beginnt nur noch Lykurgs Leocrates mit einem Gebet.”
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Hypereides, or Isocrates. The expression occurs in Dinarchus (1.40, 77;
2.3) only three times. In the Lysianic corpus (Lys. 6.7, 32, 38; 8.18) the
expression is found three times in a speech about impiety, once in an-
other speech and nowhere else. Aeschines (1.52, 55, 61, 69, 76, 88; 3.182,
212, 255) has the expression nine times in two speeches with six in
Against Timarchus which, as noted above, is in keeping with its more sol-
emn tone. Isaeus (3.25, 39, 49; 4.24; 8.29; 11.35, 36) has the expression in
only four speeches. Once more, Demosthenes’ use of the expression is
much more frequent in his speeches for public cases, above all in Against
Meidias where it occurs five times (18. 261, 307; 19.67, 141, 212, 285; 20.21;
21.25, 58, 139, 205, 207; 22.33; 23.48, 188; 24.28, 125, 157, 199). The expres-
sion is also found in speeches to the assembly and in fourteen private
speeches in the Demosthenic corpus but not as frequently, often only
once or twice. There is certainly a difference between Demosthenes and
the other orators, but it is not as great as in the case of exclamations pre-
ceded by vn.

Addresses to Opponents

In his On Types of Style (255-264) Hermogenes discusses harshness
(trachytes) and vehemence (sphodrotes) but admits that the diction that
produces vehemence is like that which produces harshness. Hermogenes
observes that “in a vehement passage one must make reproaches openly
and clearly and in a straightforward manner without including in the
passage any sentiments that tone down its severity.” One of the figures
that creates vehemence is apostrophe or direct address. To illustrate ve-
hemence, Hermogenes quotes passages only from Demosthenes, includ-
ing eight from On the Crown, and the speech Against Aristogeiton, which is
a Hellenistic forgery but imitates Demosthenes’ style, and from no other
orator.”

55 Cf.Ronnet 1951: 125: “La violence y éclate notamment quand I’apostrophe s’adresse,
non a 'assemblée, mais a I'adversaire, dans les plaidoyers; c’est alors un cri de haine
ou de mépris.”
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Demosthenes is not the only orator who uses apostrophe in forensic
speeches, but he uses these addresses more frequently than other ora-
tors. Speakers in orations attributed to Lysias use them in Against Ando-
cides (6.49), On the Olive Stump (7.20-22), Against Theomnestus (10.8-9; 12-14;
11.4, 6), and Against Nicomachus (30.5, 19). When questioning Eratosthe-
nes Lysias (12.25-26) addresses him directly several times and concludes
by using the superlative and the vocative to call him “the most wicked
person in the world” (& oxeTAihrate mdvtwv).* This exclamation is
unique in the corpus Lysiacum and is found only in a speech in which Lys-
ias is accusing the defendant of responsibility for his brother’s death. De-
spite the severity of Eratosthenes’ crimes, Lysias (12.32, 34) addresses
him only twice more in the rest of the speech. The accuser of Agoratus
also addresses the defendant when questioning him (Lys. 13.32) and later
addresses him when recounting his actions (Lys. 13.26-28, 53, 61). But this
accuser never couples the vocative with an insulting adjective. It is strik-
ing that these addresses are found only in prosecutions for homicide
(Against Eratosthenes, Against Agoratus), in a prosecution for slander about
homicide (Against Theomnestus), in one case in which the defendant is
threatened with very serious penalties (On the Olive Stump), and in two
cases in which the defendant is charged with impiety (Against Andocides).
This use of the apostrophe is not found in other kinds of speeches, espe-
cially in those where the charges are less serious. Even in the speeches
containing these addresses, they do not take up much space. The
speeches of Antiphon all concern trials for murder, but only one speaker
addresses his opponents directly and very briefly (Antiph. 5.15-16).

In On the Mysteries Andocides (1.95, 99-100) addresses Epichares and
calls him “a malicious accuser and a damned fox” (G cuko@dvTa Kai
enitpintov kivadog), but this passage is unique in the speech. When at-
tacking the personal life of Callias (1.124-131) and the shady business

56 The second person singular of the personal pronoun is found in direct speech several
times: Lys. 1. 16, 18, 21, 26; 12.14; 28.6; 32.13, 15, 16. Reiske proposed to emend the
reading of the manuscripts towattag ofog at Lys. 26.20 to tocadtd oo, but Carey re-
tains the reading of the manuscript in the OCT.
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deals of Agyrrhius (1.133-136), however, Andocides does not address
them but refers to them in the third person singular.”’

Isaeus is sparing in his use of apostrophes which occur once or twice
in only three of eleven speeches (5.43, 46; 6.25, 26; 11.4).°® These are
mostly in rhetorical questions. It is striking that Lycurgus never ad-
dresses Leocrates with the second person when accusing him of treason.

In Against Timarchus Aeschines (1.121-124, 127, 131, 157) addresses
Timarchus twice and Demosthenes twice but in all but one case (121-124)
very briefly. In On the False Embassy Aeschines addresses Demosthenes in
around fifteen sections, about once every twelve sections, which is above
the norm.”® There are far fewer in Against Ctesiphon.”

In most of his speeches Demosthenes is not very different from the
other orators. In Against Leptines he addresses his opponent six times
(20.63, 98, 102, 129, 144, 149 (someone else), 160), but in Against Meidias
only in two sections (Dem. 21.133-135, 204; at 207 he addresses Eubulus)
and in Against Androtion five times (Dem. 22.29, 54, 64, 66, 68). In On the
False Embassy Demosthenes does not address Aeschines directly in the
first part of the speech, but addresses him twenty times in the second
part of the speech.®’ In On the Crown, however, Demosthenes outdoes
himself: in roughly three hundred sections of the speech Aeschines is di-

57 As inthe corpus Lysiacum the second person singular of the personal pronoun is found
in direct reported speech several times in On the Mysteries: 22, 41, 49, 50, 63, 116, 119,
120.

58 This excludes addresses to the clerk and to the judges. At Isae. 8.24 there is an ad-
dress in direct speech.

59 2.59,78,79, 96,123,138, 140, 142, 147, 148, 149, 150, 151, 163 (2x), 165-66. There are
several addresses in reported direct speech and several addresses to the judges.

60 Aeschin. 3.131, 200 (Ctesiphon), 209-210, 239, 242 (Ctesiphon).

61 Dem. 19.189, 191, 199-200, 222, 237-38, 240, 241, 242, 243, 245, 250, 255, 290-93 (Eubu-
lus), 335-36. In 20 sections, all concentrated in the second half of the speech - 20 out
of 180.
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rectly addressed in sixty-nine sections, that is, about once every 4.3 sec-
tions.*” This is without parallel in Attic oratory. On the Crown is the most
aggressive speech in Attic oratory.”

It is one thing to analyse Demosthenes’ choice of vocabulary, but it is

another to feel the emotional effect of this torrent of abuse. To give an
impression of his style in action, I give a translation of a passage from On
the Crown (18.129-130) about Aeschines’ family. Scholars have studied
these passages for their use of comic terms, but I cannot recall any
scholar observing that one can find nothing similar to this abuse in the
other orators.

62

63

I am at no loss for information about you and your family; but I am at
a loss where to begin. Shall I relate how your father Tromes was a
slave in the house of Elpias, who kept an elementary school near the
Temple of Theseus, and how he wore shackles on his legs and a timber
collar round his neck? or how your mother practised daylight nuptials
in an outhouse next door to Heros the bone-setter, and so brought
you up to act in tableaux vivants and to excel in minor parts on the
stage? However, everybody knows that without being told by me.
Shall I tell you how Phormio the boatswain, a slave of Dio of Phrearrii,
uplifted her from that chaste profession? But I protest that, however
well the story becomes you, I am afraid I may be thought to have cho-
sen topics unbecoming to myself. I will pass by those early days and
begin with his conduct of his own life; for indeed it has been no ordi-
nary life, but such as is an abomination to free people. Only recently—
recently, do I say? Why it was only the day before yesterday when he
became simultaneously an Athenian and an orator, and, by the addi-
tion of two syllables, transformed his father from Tromes to Atrome-

18.11 (you are malicious), 41, 66 (I ask you), 69-70 (question), 73, 76, 82, 97, 113 (you
sycophant), 120 (you are stupid), 121-22, 124-25, 128 (katharma), 129-31 (family), 140
(you will never wash out), 162 (kinados), 180 (you were useless), 191, 196-97, 199-200,
209, 217 (1 would like to ask Aeschines a question), 222, 256-67, 270-73, 280-86, 289-
90, 297-99, 309-13, 315-20. In 69 sections out of 324, but one has to deduct the docu-
ments.

This point is missed by Yunis 2001 and MacDowell 2009.
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tus, and bestowed upon his mother the high sounding name of Glau-
cothea, although she was universally known as the Banshee, a nick-
name she owed to the pleasing diversity of her acts and experiences
- it can have no other origin. (Trans. Vince & Vince 1926)

Demosthenes slanders Aeschines’ father by calling him a slave, insinu-
ates that his mother was a prostitute, and casts doubt on his rights to
Athenian citizenship. The level of verbal violence is almost without par-
allel in Attic oratory. There are other terms I could discuss in Demosthe-
nes’ arsenal such as his accusations of using deception or his use of terms
meaning ‘to hire’ (18.21) or the language of buying and selling (19.13, 16,
118, etc.), all used as metaphors for bribery and treason. As Wankel ob-
serves, “Als Schimpfwort der politischen Diabole findet sich u1i66wtég in
der klassischen Literatur auer beiD. (...) nur bei Deinarch, in Anlehnung
an D.’s Stil.”* Here too Demosthenes goes far beyond the other orators.
But I hope that I have provided enough evidence to show that Demosthe-
nes’ style is unusual for its offensive vocabulary and aggressive tone.

A Speculative Conclusion

At this point readers are probably asking themselves, what is wrong with
this man? Why is he so angry? What is bothering him? We cannot explain
this invective by saying that this was simply the way the Athenians spoke
in court because most other litigants do not express themselves in this
fashion. Like other populist politicians, Demosthenes took pleasure in
breaking the rules or at a minimum pushing the envelope. To understand
Demosthenes’ style, we need to understand the personality of Demosthe-
nes. The best place to start is with his statue, which was erected in Athens
around 280 BCE and probably was the work of Polyeuktos, and exists in
several copies, the best known being in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in
Copenhagen, which my wife and I visited in December 2023. Gisela Rich-
ter has very well described how the sculptor has brilliantly conveyed the
personality of Demosthenes:®

64 Wankel 1976: 290.
65 Richter 1984: 112-13. Cf. von den Hoff 2009 on the realism of the statue.
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“The physiognomy in all the authentic portraits of Demosthenes is al-
ways the same. They show a man between 50 and 60 years old, with
an oval face, becoming pointed below; lean and lined cheeks; hair
carved in short, thick curls; a clipped beard; a high forehead marked
by three horizontal, undulating furrows; a long, slightly curved nose;
bushy, contracted eyebrows; several deep wrinkles above the bridge
of the nose; deep-set eyes, placed rather close together; three crow’s
feet at the outer corner of the eyes; a straight, thin-lipped, closed
mouth, the lower lip drawn in, the upper covered by a thick mous-
tache; ears protruding in their upper part. The expression is harsh,
unhappy, determined - that of a noble fanatic, corresponding to what
is known of Demosthenes’ appearance and life. And the nervous and
dignified character is brought out also in the extant statues, with their
simple, diffident pose, and the harmonious composition of the folds,
suggestive of his nobility. In both these respects the statue of Aeschi-
nes forms an instructive contrast.”

About the portrait of Aeschines, Richter remarks:

“His placid expression is in marked contrast to the nervous, unhappy
countenance of Demosthenes.”*

To understand his personality, we need to examine his youth and back-
ground. Demosthenes was born in 385/4 into a wealthy family but not a
prominent one.” He does not appear to have had famous ancestors, and
his father was not politically well connected. His father died when De-
mosthenes was eight years old.*® His father’s large estate - Demosthenes
(27.9-11) estimates its value at fourteen talents - was placed in the con-
trol of three guardians, his father’s nephews Aphobus and Demophon,
and his friend Therippides (Dem. 27.13-15; 29.45). When Demosthenes
reached the age of eighteen in 367/6 and gained control of his inher-
itance, he discovered that the estate was worth only one tenth of its orig-
inal value (Dem. 30.15-17). After two years study with Isaeus, he brought

66 Richter 1984: 74.
67 For his date of birth see Dem. 30.15, 17 with Harris 1989: 121.
68 On the family of Demosthenes see Davies 1971: 113-23.
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a case against Aphobus and won a judgment for ten talents (Dem. 29.3).
Aphobus tried to strike back by claiming that one of Demosthenes’ wit-
nesses submitted false testimony (Dem. 29). After losing again, Aphobus
tried to defraud him of the award by disposing of his property and fleeing
to Megara. Demosthenes then brought a case against Onetor, who he
claimed was holding the property of Aphobus (Dem. 30, 31). In the middle
of this Thrasylochus challenged him to an exchange of property for a lit-
urgy, which Demosthenes then had to undertake to keep his estate (Dem.
28.17).%

This legal ordeal must have been traumatic. Demosthenes was be-
trayed by members of his family and appears to have found little support.
It also left him with several enemies, one of whom was connected with
Meidias, an associate of the powerful politician Eubulus, who was in con-
trol of Athenian finances starting in the late 350s (Dem. 21.205-207). He
then proceeded to make more enemies by helping to prosecute Cephi-
sodotus in 359 (Dem. 19.180; 23.5, 167-168; Aeschin. 3.52) and in 355/4 to
prosecute Leptines, who was defended by Leodamas, Aristophon, Cephi-
sodotus, and Deinias (Dem. 20.146-153).”° He also wrote speeches for cli-
ents attacking Charidemus (Dem. 23), Timocrates (Dem. 24), and An-
drotion (Dem. 22). By the year 350 Demosthenes had succeeded in alien-
ating many important people. One can also see his isolation in his prose-
cution of Meidias in 346 where he admits that he could find no one to
testify for him (Dem. 21.136-142). Demosthenes allied himself with
Timarchus to attack Aeschines when he presented his accounts for the
Second Embassy in 346, but Aeschines was able to convict Timarchus,
who lost his rights as a citizen. When Demosthenes brought his case
against Aeschines to court in 343, it is clear that he had the support of
none of the other ambassadors who went to Macedon for the negotia-
tions with Philip (Dem. 19.116-117). By contrast, Aeschines had the sup-
port of several prominent politicians such as Phocion, Nausicles and Eu-
bulus (Aeschin. 2.170, 184). And perhaps the best evidence for Demosthe-
nes’ lack of confidence was the attack of nerves he had when addressing

69 Demosthenes (21.78-79) gave another version of the event in 346. One should not try
to reconcile the two versions - see Harris 2008: 114 n. 132 (pace MacDowell 1990: 297).
70 On these politicians see Canevaro 2016; 409-14.
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Philip during the First Embassy in 346, which is described by Aeschines
(2.34-35).

At last came Demosthenes’ turn to speak. All were intent, expecting
to hear a masterpiece of eloquence. For, as we learned afterwards, his
extravagant boasting had been reported to Philip and his court. So,
when all were thus prepared to listen, this creature mouthed forth a
proem - an obscure sort of thing and as dead as fright could make it;
and getting on a little way into the subject he suddenly stopped speak-
ing and stood helpless; finally, he collapsed completely. Philip saw his
plight and bade him take courage, and not to think, as though he were
an actor on the stage, that his collapse was an irreparable calamity,
but to keep cool and try gradually to recall his speech, and speak it off
as he had prepared it. But he, having been once upset, and having for-
gotten what he had written, was unable to recover himself; nay, on
making a second attempt, he broke down again. Silence followed; then
the herald bade us withdraw. (Trans. Adams 1919)

There is no reason to question his account, which is supported by the
testimony of the eight other ambassadors present at the meeting (Aes-
chin. 2.44-46).”" Demosthenes was deeply insecure, and his political iso-
lation only deepened his sense of paranoia. Demosthenes was also em-
barrassed by his weak voice, which Aeschines frequently mocked. As a
result, Demosthenes was hyper-sensitive and prone to overreact emo-
tionally. As Buffon wrote, “le style, c’est tout ’homme” - he saw that “on
peut connoitre '’humeur d’'une personne dans son stile.” His paranoia
also shaped his policy toward Philip of Macedon, which led to the disas-
trous defeat at Chaeronea. But a discussion of Demosthenes’ policy errors
and their consequences would take me far beyond my topic in this es-
say.”?

71 Pace Worthington 2013: 23-24, who tries to dismiss the account as ‘fake news’ and
ignores the testimony of the other ambassadors.

72 An early version of this talk was given to an audience at the University of Katowice.
I would like to thank Jakub Filonik and Peter O’Connell for reading a draft and offer-
ing very helpful comments.
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HYBRIS IN DEMOSTHENES’
AGAINST CONON

By Priscilla Gontijo Leite

Summary: The speech Against Conon from the corpus Demosthenicum ad-
dresses the dispute between Ariston and Conon due to physical aggres-
sion by Conon’s son against Ariston, which has the contours of hybris, a
term that appears in more than half of the sections. Despite the recur-
rence, the legal action is not a graphe hybreos, but a dike aikeias. This paper
aims to analyse the role of hybris in the speech to characterize exacer-
bated violence, such that father and son are considered unfit for political
life. The violence is physical, since Ariston is bedridden after the attack
and symbolic, through the imitation of the rooster crowing over his
beaten and naked body. Hybris is also associated with youth and wealth,
topics presented by Aristotle in Rhetoric as a means of stirring up pathos
and depicting ethos.

Violence is, unfortunately, a common occurrence in human experience,
which is why it is necessary to reflect on it and its various manifestations.
Whether in the past or in the present, violence is seen as something del-
eterious and punishable. However, some forms of violence are tolerated
simply because they are considered milder or have less offensive poten-
tial.' One example is invective, characterized primarily by verbal vio-
lence.? Although it may be considered minor due to its occurrence in the
verbal domain, violence and aggression are central to its nature. Invec-
tive is a verbal act intended to undermine the individual, directly attack-
ing their identity. As such, it can easily approach hybris, given its de-
meaning and degrading impact on the person

Even in cases where violence is authorized, it generates unease among
members of society who expect the aggressor to be punished in some
way. Violence thus refers to an order that has been broken. Thinking

1 Gagarin 2005.
2 Papaioannou & Serafim 2021: 2.

Priscilla Gontijo Leite: ‘Hybris in Demosthenes’ Against Conon’ C&M Supplementum 3
(2025) 169-187.
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about violence therefore also means thinking about the organization of
this order. The relationship between violence and the breaking of an or-
der is expressed in the term hybris, a central concept in the speech
Against Conon (Dem. 54).

Hybris is difficult to translate into modern languages, and it is trans-
lated as ‘violence’, ‘insolence’, ‘outrage’, ‘injury’, ‘arrogance’, ‘haughti-
ness’, and ‘pride’.’ Hybris is characterized by violence in which there is a
clear intention to harm another person and the perpetrator feels a sense
of superiority.’ Therefore, it is not clear, even in legislation,” which acts
can be considered hybris. In hybris, there is a subjective component of the
desire to perpetrate humiliation on the victim and the aggressor’s satis-
faction in carrying out the act.

When humiliation takes place in the verbal realm, hybris can be
closely associated with invective, even though there are other Greek
terms to denote offensive speech - such as blasphemos, loidoros, and the
legal action kakegorias dikai (cf. Dem. 54.17-18). What brings invective
closer to hybris is its intense intention to defame and humiliate the indi-
vidual. However, not all instances of invective bear the marks of hybris;
it is the context in which the offense occurs that ultimately determines
this association.

3 MacDowell 1986: 129.

4 There is an intense debate surrounding the notion of hybris. Gernet (2001), in his
seminal study dated 1917, highlights the religious aspects of the hybris. This point
has been disputed in more recent studies such as those by MacDowell (1976, 1986),
Fisher (1976, 1976, 1992) and Cairns (1996). Fisher and Cairns disagree with MacDow-
ell that hybris can be practised by animals; for both, hybris can only be practised by
men and against men. Cairns equates hybris with injustice (adikia), also considering
the author’s intention; on the other hand, Fisher, based on the Aristotelian concep-
tion, highlights the psychological state of the author and the humiliation caused to
the victim.

5 Cf.Dem. 21.47; Aeschin. 1.15. These sections with different drafts are certainly apoc-
ryphal. However, it should not be completely disregarded in analysis. This law, au-
thored by Solon, provides more information about the procedure than what hybris
is. So, any Athenian might bring a graphe before the thesmothetai. On the law of hybris,
see MacDowell 1986; Philips 2013, 2014; Fisher 1990: 123-38; 1992: 36-37; Murray 1990:
139-46. For an analysis of hybris and violence in the archaic period and Solon’s legis-
lation, see Valdés Guia 2019.
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In the Attic orators, the term hybris appears 344 times, with a promi-
nent place in Demosthenes’ speech Against Meidias,® where it occurs 131
times.” In general, hybris is used by the orators to negatively characterize
opponents and point out inappropriate social behaviour.® The descrip-
tions of hubristic assaults in turn contain signs of desire, dishonour, and
shame, which comes close to the definition of hybris that Aristotle pre-
sents in the Rhetoric’

5. The person who gives insult also belittles; for insult is doing and
speaking in which there is shame to the sufferer, not that some ad-
vantage may accrue to the doer or because something has happened
but for the pleasure of it; for those reacting to something do not give
insult but are retaliating. 6. The cause of pleasure to those who give
insult is that they think they themselves become more superior by ill-
treating others. That is why the young and the rich are given to in-
sults; for by insulting they think they are superior. Dishonor is a fea-
ture of insult, and one who dishonours belittles; for what is worthless
has no repute, neither for good not evil. (Arist. Rh. 1378b)"

Shame and pleasure in oneself are important elements in the description
of the aggression with traces of hybris that Ariston suffers in the speech
Against Conon (Dem. 54). It is very similar to Aristotle’s concept of hybris;
therefore, 1 will use the philosopher’s assumptions to analyse this
speech.

Against Conon was written by Demosthenes while he was working as a
logographer, probably in the year 341 BCE." What is remarkable about
the speech is the vivid way in which it describes the attack on Ariston,
the young man who commissioned the speech.'” He was brutally beaten
by Conon, his son Ctesias, and others who were with them one night in

Harris 1989.

Rowe 1993: 397.

Cohen 1997.

Phillips 2014: 84-86.

10 All translations of Rhetoric are from Kennedy 2007.

11 Foster 1943; Bers 2003: 45-67; Lentakis 2024: 55.

12 The vividness of the narrative is part of the orator’s technique for concocted ver-
sion of events, not the events themselves. See Lentakis 2024: 60-61.
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the streets of the agora. They even stole his clothes and left him naked
in the mud.” The attack was so severe that he was bedridden for several
days (Dem. 54.1-25) and suffered from fever due to haemorrhaging,' so
that he almost died (Dem. 54.10-13).

Furthermore, the speech is an interesting source for understanding
the dynamics between groups of young men in the competitive Athenian
society and how some of their interactions were violent.” The violence
in Against Conon manifests itself physically, verbally, and symbolically in
ways that complement each other. The physical and verbal forms are
easily identifiable, as they leave marks that can be witnessed by some-
one, such as bruises or insults. However, the symbolic violence that a
wound leaves in someone’s psyche is not always recognized by others,
either because it is subtle or because it is seen as less serious. Ariston’s
wounds are attested by the testimony of friends, family (Dem 54.8, 20),
and a doctor (Dem. 54.11-12); the verbal insults are also attested through
testimonies of some other people (Dem. 54.9). The symbolic violence is
again expressed by the laughter of his attackers and the action of making
Ariston the laughing stock of his fellow men: the attackers mocked Aris-
ton, who lay naked in the mud, and imitated a rooster after the attack.'
This is an example of comic invective that evokes malicious laughter at
the expense of Ariston’s identity, which is consequently belittled.”

13 Cirillo (2009: 13-14) notes that the word ‘mud’ (borboros) appears only this passage in
the corpus of Attic orators. This suggests that Demosthenes used it to portray Ariston
as disgusted by the aggression that he suffered, emphasizing that Conon, by acting
in such a manner, is a disgusting citizen. Furthermore, the shameful state he was left
in after the assault is strong evidence of hybris.

14 See Cirillo (2009) for use of Hippocratic language to describe the consequences of
aggression.

15 Ithyphalloi, Autolekythoi, Triballoi are some groups of young people who practiced
wrong acts (Dem. 54.14, 17, 20). See Cirillo 2009: 21-24; Halliwell 2008: 35-36; Hum-
phreys 2018: 426-27; Roisman 2005: 21.

16 For Cirillo (2009: 19-21) the use of the rooster in the description of violence promotes
a hybridization between man and bird, which reveals the serious nature of the as-
sault. In turn, Halliwell (2008: 35-37) presents a general association between mimicry
and joking and shows that taunting a wounded enemy was an old ritual of trium-
phalism.

17 Serafim 2021: 72-74.
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To describe this assault, the orator uses the word hybris, which occurs
28 times in the speech: 1(2x), 2, 4, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13(2X), 15(2x), 16, 17, 20, 21,
24(2x), 25, 28, 32, 33, 37, 40, 41, 43(2x), 44. This includes the very first
word of the speech: hybristheis - aorist passive participle, masculine
nominative singular. It also occurs in the last paragraph: hybristeoi - ad-
jective plural masculine nominative. This clearly shows the speaker’s in-
tention to make the judges perceive the aggression as an act of hybris.
The repetition of the term becomes even more significant considering
that this speech has 44 paragraphs, which means that more than half of
them mention hybris. By beginning the speech with the theme of hybris
and following it through consistently,'® the orator creates an expectation
in the audience, urging them to find out the reasons why Conon may
have been guilty of hybris. Thus, the judges listen to the narrative of the
assault after having been instilled with the idea that it was an act of hy-
bris. The intention is for the judges to conclude that it is unacceptable for
the city to have a citizen outraged (Dem. 54.44).

Despite this rhetorical operation, the speech is not a graphe hybreos
but a dike aikeias.” The choice of procedure is presented in the very first
paragraph:

[1] T was assaulted (OBp106eic), gentlemen of the jury, and at the hands
of Conon, the man here, 1 suffered injuries so severe that for a very
long time neither my family nor any of the doctors expected I would
survive, But when I unexpectedly recovered and was out of danger, I
initiated this private case for battery (8iknv tfi¢ aikeiag) against him.
All the friends and relatives whom I asked for advice were saying that
for his deeds Conon was liable to summary arrest as a cloak stealer,
and to public suits for hybris (6Ppewg ypagaic). But they advised me
and urged me not to involve myself in greater troubles than I could

18 The same happens in the Against Meidias: 131 occurrences of hybris distributed in 227
paragraphs. Rowe (1993) argues that the repetition of the term hybris does not only
indicate the importance of the word, but also a technique of the orator and a stylistic
feature of the speech. For the use of hybris in the Demosthenicum corpus see Gontijo
Leite 2013.

19 MacDowell 1986: 123; Phillips 2014: 85-87. Lentakis (2024: 61) notes that the law of
aikeia is not mentioned in the speech unlike the law on hybris and robbery (lopo-
dysia).



174 PRISCILLA GONTIJO LEITE

handle; and also, not to be seen to complain more than a young man
should about what was done to me.”

Dike aikeias, for battery, is a private action interpreted by the victim: the
person who suffered physical violence. The first to deliver a blow was
considered guilty, whereas penalty was limited to a monetary fine.” In
the confusion of temperaments that usually surround fights, it is difficult
to determine who was the first to start; hence it was common for partic-
ipants in the quarrel to sue each other as being the other responsible for
starting. In cases of physical violence with a weapon or that resulted in
death, the aggressor could be prosecuted for traumatos ek pronoias. In
cases of aggravated battery or where the victims were non-citizens
(women, slaves, foreigners), the aggressor could be prosecuted under the
law of hybris (graphe hybreos).

Demosthenes’ emphasis on exploring the dike aikeias and graphe hy-
breos in the speech Against Conon, rather than delving into the charge of
murder, suggests that Conon could easily refute the latter charge in his
counterargument. Conon would likely focus on demonstrating Ariston’s
share of responsibility in the rivalry with his sons. However, in present-
ing his procedural choice to the judges, Demosthenes aims to depict Co-
non'’s offenses as more serious and harmful to the community than what
the dike aikeias presupposes. Throughout the entire speech, the orator
develops the polarization between Ariston and Conon. Despite being
young, Ariston is considered as an example of virtue and a good citizen
who contributes to the city in military arts and liturgies. He also heeds
the advice of his friends and family. On the other hand, Conon, even in
his prime, is an example of a bad citizen. He incites his sons to violence,
does not contribute to liturgies (Dem 54.44), and pursues and assaults
other citizens in public.

Therefore, hybris is central in Against Conon. According to Halliwell,
the accusation in this speech is constructed from a combination of hybris
and aselgeia (impudence, insolence, violence, and vulgarity), which oc-
curs 6 times: 2, 4, 5, 13, 25, 26.** This is further evidence of how Conon

20 All translations of Against Conon are from Bers 2003.
21 Antiph. I1I 2.1; 111 3.2.
22 Halliwell 1991: 287.
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wanted to cause great shame in Ariston and that this aspect is one of the
pillars of the argument developed by Demosthenes. It is also important
to highlight the occurrence of other terms like paroinia, ‘excess induced
by drunkenness’: 4, 5, 14, 16; anaideia, ‘lack of respect’ or ‘shamelessness’:
33, 37, 38, 42; and poneria, ‘wickedness’: 37.%

In order to better understand this centrality, I divide this paper into
two parts: the first part focuses on the relationship between Ariston, Co-
non, and Ctesias, and the second part will explores the figure of the
rooster, the laughter, and the symbolic violence.

Ariston, Conon, and Ctesias

The speech does not provide a clear indication of the social and political
standing of Conon and his family.* Thus, it is difficult to ascertain
whether any political rivalry existed between the parties involved. As a
result, the speech is considered as a personal disagreement that arose
from youth group rivalries. However, it is essential to note that the law-
suit was directed towards Conon and not Ctesias, whom Ariston had de-
clared rivalry against. Additionally, Ariston alleges that Conon initiated
the altercation, even though others were also involved in the fight. Co-
non, on the other hand, maintains that he arrived later, and Ctesias and
Ariston were already fighting when he came.

[28] Instead, they would have done so from the first, before bringing
the suit, when I was lying wounded, not knowing whether I would
survive, and I was declaring to all who came to visit that Conon was
the first to strike me and had inflicted most of the abuse I suffered
(OBpiounv). He would have come to my house right away with many
witnesses, and on the spot he would have offered to hand over his
slaves and would have called in some members of the Areopagus. I say
Areopagus, since if [ had died, the trial would have taken place in that
court.

23 Fisher 1992: 50.
24 Conon is not an uncommon name. Conon’s family is from the deme Paionidai (Hum-
phreys 2018: 937).
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Throughout the speech, the orator seeks to demonstrate that Conon was
not only guilty of committing violence but also responsible for introduc-
ing his son into a violent environment, encouraging him to participate
in groups of youths who rivalled other groups, even engaging in physical
fights (Dem. 54.16-18). In this way, the father did not offer the necessary
education to his sons, who committed reprehensible acts in front of their
father’s authority without any shame (Dem. 54.23), such as the serious
violence suffered by Ariston.

In the speech itself, there are possible arguments that Conon could
use to defend himself and his son’s attitude (Dem. 54.13, 14, 21, 30, 31,
32).” According to Conon, there are several young men in Athens, sons
of respectable citizen, who have fun and gather in groups (Dem. 54.14,
17, 20). In these groups, they can get drunk, chase courtesans, and mock
others. Thus, the assaults committed would not be outrageous but inno-
cent pranks. This argumentation could have a positive impact on the
judges because Athenian culture associates youth with being prone to
exaggeration and lack of control.” These elements are evident in the de-
scription of the character of the young in Rhetoric 1389b:

In terms of their character, the young are prone to desires and in-
clined to do whatever they desire. Of the desires of the body they are
most inclined to pursue that relating to sex and they are powerless
against this. They are changeable and fickle in desires, and though
they intensely lust, they are quickly satisfied; for their wants, like the
thirst and hunger of the sick, are sharp rather than massive. And they
are impulsive and quick-tempered and inclined to follow up their an-
ger [by action]. And they are unable to resist their impulses; for
through love of honor they cannot put up with being belittled but be-
come indignant if they think they are done a wrong. And though they
love honour, they love victory more; for youth longs for superiority
and victory is a kind of superiority. [...] And [they are] filled with

25 Lentakis 2024: 56.
26 According to Roisman (2005: 17-21), Against Conon presents an extensive image of
young people.
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hopes; for like those drinking wine, the young are heated by their na-
ture, and at the same time [they are filled with hopes] because of not
yet having experienced much failure. [...] And all the mistakes they
make are in the direction of excess and vehemence, contrary to the
maxim of Chilon; for they do “everything too much”; they love too
much and hate too much and all other things similarly. And they think
they know everything and strongly insist on it; for this is the cause of
their doing everything too much. And the wrongs they commit come
from insolence, not maliciousness. And they are inclined to pity, be-
cause of supposing [that] everybody is good or better than the aver-
age; for they measure their neighbours by their own innocence, with
the result that they suppose them to be suffering unworthily. And
they are fond of laughter and, as a result, witty; for wit is cultured
insolence. Such, then, is the character of the young.

Young people are thus naturally inclined to commit hybris and conse-
quently to practise violence and injustice, but this is not necessarily the
result of malice. Furthermore, young people are also prone to laughter
and may use it in inappropriate situations.” In such cases, laughter, even
if it is an outrage, may be socially acceptable because it is seen as less
offensive; even more so when one considers that the two young men,
Ariston and Ctesias, had a previous incident that could be used by the
defence to claim that the two had a previous enmity.

Two years earlier, an incident had taken place at a garrison on the
border with Euboea. Ctesias and his companions set up their tent near
Ariston and his group. While at the camp, Ctesias and his friends were
frequently drunk and disruptive, bothering everyone, particularly Aris-
ton’s slaves (Dem. 54.3-5).%

[3] Two years ago I went out to Panactum when we were assigned
guard duty there. The sons of this man Conon pitched their tent near
us [...] [4] You see, with the excuse that while they were cooking, our

27 Halliwell 2008.

28 The construction of Ctesias’s hybris begins with the description of this episode, in
which he and others urinates on Ariston’s slaves. See Cirillo 2009: 8-11; Roisman
2005: 19-20.
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slaves were aiming the campfire smoke in their direction, or that
every word our slaves spoke to them was an insult (kak®¢ Aéyewv),
these men beat them, emptied out their latrine buckets on them, uri-
nated on them, and indulged in every sort of brutal and outrageous
behaviour (kai doeAyeiag kai UPpewg).

Thus, the speaker in Against Conon attempts to show that hybris is the typ-
ical behaviour of the opponent’s family, dismantling Conon’s main line
of defence: Ariston was not so innocent in the conflict and had a greater
role in the fight than he was willing to admit, which is more likely given
the long-standing enmity between the youths.” This would be proven in
Conon’s favour by the statement that his son and Ariston were already
fighting when he arrived at the agora (Dem. 54.31). From this point to the
end of the speech, the theme of false testimony, from which Conon would
benefit, emerges. In the speech, Conon’s brazen character enables him to
lie and make others lie in order to gain victory in court (Dem. 54.40).

Although the case is difficult to win, as Ariston himself may be respon-
sible for the violence, Demosthenes skilfully explores the circumstances
of Conon’s involvement in the rivalry between the youths and uses per-
suasive mechanisms to construct a positive image of Ariston and con-
vince the judges that he was severely harmed. In contrast, the opponents
are portrayed as representatives of hybris par excellence.

These considerations are important in order to understand why, alt-
hough Ctesias was Ariston’s original enemy, the case was brought against
his father Conon. He is guilty not only of his own hybris but also of failing
to raise his son properly and participating in a fight that did not concern
him.* Furthermore, a detailed account of the aggression is crucial in or-
der to demonstrate the opponent’s hybris.

[7] These are the events I thought I should ignore, but not long after,
while I was taking a stroll, as was my custom, in the evening in the
Agora with Phanostratus of the deme Cephisia, a man of my own age,
Conon’s son Ctesias came by, drunk, along by the Leocorion, near Py-
thodorus’ shops. He saw us, yelled out, and said something to himself,

29 Lentakis 2024: 62-63.
30 Roisman 2005: 18.
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as a drunk will do, so you can’t understand what he’s saying, and then
went up toward Melite. There they were drinking, as we later learned,
at the shop of Pamphilus the fuller: Conon here, a fellow named The-
otimus, Archebiades, Spintharus the son of Eubulus, Theogenes the
son of Andromenes, and many fellows whom Ctesias incited as he
made his way into the Agora. [8] It happened that we encountered
these men as we were turning away from the temple of Persephone
and were walking back, just about at the Leocorion. In the mélée, one
of them, a man I didn’t know, rushed Phanostratus and pinned him
down, and Conon here and his son and the son of Andromenes fell on
me.

The description begins with a chase through the streets of Athens, nar-
rated in detail.** Personal relationships in classical Athens are expressed
through respect for the city’s physical context. For this reason, the in-
clusion of topographical details provokes some empathy in the judges, as
there would be some places for them where they should behave with
more respect. The violence begins in front of the Leocorion, a sacred
place, and continues in another sacred place, the Pherefatium, a temple
dedicated to Persephone. Conon and his sons were so drunk after partic-
ipating in the symposium, that they began to chase and beat other citi-
zens. In addition to the outrage caused by the aggression, they do not
show any respect for public spaces.

The violence becomes even more serious when Conon starts imitating
a rooster. This is symbolic violence. Its consequences could extend be-
yond the moment of the event, causing significant harm to the individ-
ual’s social life. A man who has suffered from hybris could potentially be-
come the target of invective and many jokes, thus putting his self-image
at risk in the eyes of the community.

31 This description makes the speech a valuable source for reconstructing the environ-
ment of the agora in 4th century BC Athens, work carried out by Fowler (1958). In
this paper, the author contrasts the speech with other textual and archaeological
sources to reconstruct the topography of the place. Millett (1998), in a paper that
discusses the various types of meetings held in the agora, demonstrates the public
nature of the place and its importance for the development of various aspects of the
political, social, religious and economic life of the polis, thus constituting the sym-
bolic centre of the city.



180 PRISCILLA GONTIJO LEITE

Aggression, Laughter, and the Figure of the Rooster

The description of the aggression is made even more vivid by the account
of Conon’s victorious crowing over his enemy, who lies in the mud after
being beaten and stripped (Dem. 54.9). Conon imitated the crowing of a
rooster. He bent his arms and flapped them as if they were the bird’s
wings.”? For modern readers, this scene may be disconcerting and even
provoke laughter, since it is unusual in battles for a participant to imitate
the crowing of birds as a sign of victory.” This oddity leads us to question
the veracity of the scene. Was this picturesque scene drawn by Demos-
thenes genuine or was it merely an invention by the orator to win the
sympathy of the judges? According to Schmitz (2000), who conducted a
study on the plausibility of Greek orators, this narrative must be true be-
cause it is too bizarre to be a mere fantasy.* Thus, this scene is capable
of arousing various emotions in the judges: compassion for the victim,
laughter at Conon’s theatrics or disgust at the adversary, who sees his
actions as horrific and exaggerated.

[8] First they pulled off my cloak, then tripped me and threw me down
in the mud, jumped on me and hit me so hard they split my lip and
made my eyes swell shut. They left me in such a state that I could not
get up or speak. And as I lay there, I heard them saying many shocking
things (deiva Aeyévtwv). [9] Generally it was filthy stuff, and I hesitate
to repeat some of it before you, but I will tell you something that is
evidence of Conon’s insolence (0Pppew¢) and indicates that the whole
business came about at his instigation. You see, he sang out, imitating
victorious fighting cocks, and his cronies urged him to flap his elbows
against his sides, like wings. Afterward, passersby took me home, na-
ked, and these men went off with my cloak. When I got to my door,
my mother and the serving women cried and shrieked and only with
difficulty got me into a bath, washed me off all around, and showed
me to the doctors.

32 Cirillo 2009: 19-21.

33 What is capable of provoking laughter in ancient and modern societies varies
greatly. See Halliwell 2008.

34 Schmitz 2000: 67-68.
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In the Greek mentality, the rooster symbolized pride, pugnacity, legal
disputes (agon), uncontrolled love lust, and crowing.*® The development
of these symbolic characteristics is directly related to physical traits and
the natural behaviour typical of roosters that differentiate them from
other birds. Roosters have high fertility; hens are always copulating:
every day, anywhere, and more than once a day. These characteristics
readily indicate lasciviousness, which is also expressed by aggressive be-
haviour since roosters fight to ensure sexual domination throughout the
henhouse. Other physical elements also have a phallic connotation since
it has an erect, reddish tiara that becomes more pronounced during
tights. The virility of a rooster is represented by its crest, as when it is
castrated, the red loses its vibrancy and becomes opaque. The spurs on
roosters are another symbol of their combativeness, indicating that they
are always ready to fight and fight over almost anything. When they win,
roosters announce their victory with a loud crow. So, the attitude of Co-
non in this scene is used by the orator to demonstrate his hybris.

There was already an association between victorious crowing and a
haughty posture that could lead to a nefarious fate. These aspects are
presented by Aesop in The Two Roosters and the Eagle.*® In this fable, two
roosters fight over a hen. The victorious, full of vanity and pride, climbs
to the highest point of a tree and crows loudly. Then, suddenly, an eagle
appears and captures him. The loser comes out of hiding and begins to
pursue the hens without any concerns.

Aesop, in two other fables, records the competitive nature of the
rooster. In The Roosters and the Partridge, the competitiveness leads to ex-
cess. The poet narrates a farmer who buys a partridge and brings it home
to be raised with his roosters. Upon arrival, the partridge is attacked by
the roosters. She thinks that the rejection and aggression were due to
her being of a different species. Soon after, she sees two roosters fighting
until they bleed and ends her reflection by affirming that she no longer
needs to worry anymore because the roosters do not spare even those of
their own kind. In this case, the excess is marked by bleeding: indicative

35 Most 1993; Csapo 1993a, 1993b; Barbosa 2009.
36 Barbosa 2009.
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of how violent and brutal the dispute was and how aggressively they at-
tacked a fellow.

The rooster’s crowing, in addition to being a sign of his vanity, also
indicates his virility, with his voice capable of scaring away an animal as
ferocious as the lion. In the fable The Ass, the Rooster and the Lion, Aesop
tells that a rooster was scratching near a donkey when a lion appeared
and attacked him. The rooster started crowing and the lion ran away.

The figure of the rooster, with its victorious crow and haughty atti-
tude, was used by Aeschylus in Agamemnon (v. 1671) to depict Aegisthus,
jealous of his revenge against the king, planned alongside Clytemnestra.
The chorus leader in the exodus addresses both, saying: “Brag, show
yourself brave, like a rooster by the side of a hen.”

Thus, the symbolism of the rooster brings together various values of
the phallocentric Athenian culture® and was used by Demosthenes to
highlight the outrageous nature of the aggression made by Conon. The
orator could easily omit the mention of the victorious rooster crow, fo-
cusing on the beating and torn clothes. After all, bringing such humilia-
tion into the public stage could have negative consequences, making
Ariston the subject of ridicule. To prevent this, throughout the speech,
he presents to the judges what kind of laughter is hybris - therefore a
manifestation of comic invective - and what kind of laughter is appro-
priate to a good citizen, i.e., the judges themselves.*®

Laughter can express different feelings, such as simple mockery, guilt,
hostility, shame, and a depreciation that would be an indicator of hybris.
In the paragraphs before the narrative of the imitation of the rooster
(Dem. 54.4-6), when narrating the incident at the camp, Demosthenes al-
ready marks the hostile laughter of the opponents:

[4] When we saw this, it bothered us, and at first we objected, but
when they mocked us and would not stop, we reported the matter to
the general - all of us messmates going to him as a group, not I apart
from the others.

37 Csapo 1993a, 1993b.
38 Halliwell 2008: 34.
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In Conon’s argument, mocking laughter is one of the typical behaviours
of young people, and therefore the imitation of the rooster is nothing
more than a simple joke. However, Demosthenes presents the laughter
expressed by the youth as a sign of danger since it would represent an
imbalance in the relationships established by society. Thus, in his view,
punishing Conon was an effective measure to ensure that harmful laugh-
ter was contained, thereby preserving social order since the pedagogical
character of the penalty would prevent other young people from com-
mitting excesses when expressing their feelings, particularly their rival-
ries.

Generally, laughter can be divided into two types. The first is sponta-
neous and does not bring major social consequences because it aligns
with the conventions shared by all those participating in the laughter. It
also stems from an appreciation of a fact and is accompanied by bodily
and mental relaxation. The second type is consequential laughter, car-
ried out with intent. Most often, the purpose is to cause shame, embar-
rassment, or tarnish a reputation. This type of laughter leads to the ridi-
culing of the other and awakens conflicting feelings of approval and dis-
approval within society. This is the type of laughter that, in the orator’s
view, should be contained and becomes dangerous if it is continuously
manifested by young people.*

Laughter functions as a weapon wielded among enemies with the in-
tent to offend, as demonstrated by the use of comic invective. Therefore,
parts of narratives that provoke laughter are deliberately chosen by or-
ators to achieve their objective, whether to arouse laughter from the au-
dience and thereby diminish the ethos of the adversary or to demonstrate
their inappropriate character, as is the case presented in Against Conon.

Conclusion

In this way, speeches can present defamation techniques capable of bor-
dering on the comic. Comic invective is among the persuasive strategies
employed by orators, and its use depends on the social status of those

39 Gontijo Leite 2014.
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involved and, above all, on the orator’s intent to undermine the oppo-
nent’s ethos.” Thus, even the solemn setting of a court can give way to
laughter.

Laughter as a rhetorical weapon is used to gauge the audience’s re-
sponse to the arguments presented and to make the orator realise
whether the audience is in tune with the arguments. On the other hand,
laughter, especially out of turn, can also indicate the opposite, that the
arguments have not convinced the judges and are therefore being des-
pised by them.

The imitation of the rooster by Conon possesses a high degree of sym-
bolic violence and that is exactly why it is an example of comic invective.
Its victorious crow over the prostrate body of Ariston, who could not
muster the strength to either rise or speak (Dem. 54.8-9), intends to hu-
miliate the opponent, referencing an erotic and aggressive appeal, since
the rooster sodomizes the defeated. If, on the one hand, this provoked
hubristic laughter from the attackers, on the other, the picturesque de-
scription - combined with the systematic appeal to hybris and the use of
medical terminology - was clearly intended to leave the judges discon-
certed. This, at least, appears to have been Demosthenes’ aim in incorpo-
rating such a humiliating scene into his speech.

So, this imitation is a form of hybris, as it lowers the citizen from his
natural status and ridicules him in front of everyone, making him a
laughingstock. The laughter aroused in this episode will be used by De-
mosthenes to demonstrate the humiliating nature of the adversary’s act
and the intention to commit hybris.

Hybris thus emerges as a central element in this discourse. Despite the
various legal ways available for addressing the aggression, the chosen
course of action is striking, as it targets an older citizen who was not di-
rectly involved in the conflict among the youths. The appeal to hybris
effectively shifts the focus away from Ctesias and redirects it toward Co-
non. Furthermore, the systematic invocation of hybris allows Ariston -
potentially a target of comic invective - to recover his ethos and present
himself as a citizen who, despite his youth, demonstrates prudence and
acts in accordance with the nomos of the city, positioning himself as a
victim of the hybris perpetrated by Conon’s family.

40 Serafim 2021: 65-68.
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Mockery functions as a means of diminishing an individual’s social
standing. Laughter construed as hybris is linked to pejorative expressions
intended to ridicule and shame the target. No one wishes to become the
target of comic invective, and by presenting the narrative of such mock-
ery to a broader audience, there was a significant risk that Ariston him-
self might become the object of further jokes. Demosthenes’ rhetorical
solution was to emphasize the concept of hybris, alerting the audience to
the dangers of harm laughter. Accordingly, he frames certain behaviours
as unacceptable not only for young men but also for adults. In doing so,
he simultaneously protects Ariston’s ethos and constructs emotional ap-
peals intended to persuade the judges toward a conviction of Conon.
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ALL ROADS LEAD TO PSOGOS:
RHETORICAL STRATEGIES IN LATE AN-
TIQUE INVECTIVE*®

By Alberto J. Quiroga Puertas

Summary: This paper aims to explore different rhetorical and literary strategies used
by fourth century AD authors when composing invectives. Particular attention will be
paid to the approach taken by these authors based on how they engaged with the people
they intended to chastise: explicitly, implicitly, or by manipulating the notion of eikdg.

The historical, religious, and cultural controversies of the fourth century
AD facilitated the composition of rhetorical invectives and vituperative
texts. Their intended audiences and the circumstances that prompted
their composition varied: from religious disputations to personal feuds
or to bitter political debates, late antique authors often found themselves
composing invective lines for which they had numerous rhetorical strat-
egies. Among this repertoire, I have chosen to outline three different ap-
proaches to the composition of an invective based on the author’s kind
of engagement with their targets. First, I will offer an example (Libanius
of Antioch’s Or. 37, Against Polycles) of the topics and tropes involved in
the composition of an invective in which the themes that caused vitu-
peration are unequivocally stated. Second, I will explore how the vitu-
perative content of a text can only be fully understood if we read be-
tween the lines. Excerpts from works by Libanius, the emperor Julian and
the philosopher Themistius will be explored by paying attention to
tropes like dug@ipolria (‘ambiguity’), éupactg (‘emphasis’) and €oxnua-
Tiopévov év Adyw (‘figured speech’). Finally, I will suggest a third cate-
gory - ‘imagined invectives’ - by bringing into action the notion of eikd¢g

*  This paper has been written within the framework of the research project I+D+i P121-
00046 (“The culture of invective in Imperial and Late Antique literature”) funded by
the Consejeria de Universidad, Investigacién e Innovacién-Junta de Andalucfa.

Alberto J. Quiroga Puertas: ‘All Roads Lead to Psogos: Rhetorical Strategies in Late An-
tique Invective’ C&M Supplementum 3 (2025) 189-206.



190 ALBERTO J. QUIROGA PUERTAS

(‘likelihood, probability’) so the invective force of a text could be dis-
guised as something happening on an alternate timeline. By studying
these approaches, I intend to show that rhetorical invectives were liter-
ary artifacts that could be composed in different ways.

Explicit invectives

Late antique conflicts in different fields were discussed in rhetorical pso-
goi, a subgenre in which the figure of the 4th century AD sophist Libanius
of Antioch stood out.! His role as one of the most influential figures in
the cultural panorama of his time presented him with numerous oppor-
tunities to compose invectives against his rivals in the oratorical milieu
and against those who opposed his views on culture and religion. His
speech 37, Against Polycles, is an example of this. It is an invective that
Libanius composed around 366, in which the sophist did not shy away
from openly and explicitly exposing the motifs of his vituperation.” In
this short invective, Libanius harshly reprimanded Helpidius and Poly-
cles (who held the posts of prefect of the East and governor of Phoenicia
respectively in the early 360s) for spreading the rumour that the em-
peror Julian, who had been killed in 363 during his campaign against the
Persian empire, had ordered the poisoning of Helena, his own wife. Liba-
nius admired Julian and lamented his untimely death at length in his ora-
tions 17 and 18. He therefore decided to defend and extol him by com-
posing an invective where the basilikos logos” elements dedicated to hon-
our Julian are unsophisticatedly intertwined with vituperating motifs.’
The sophist’s gibes against the rumour-mongers were based on topics
which, according to the sophist, represented the exact opposite of Jul-
ian’s ethos. For instance, since the emperor wanted to be known for his

1 Libanius composed numerous speeches that could be labelled as invectives (e.g., Or.
2 To those who called him tiresome; Or. 3 To his students about his speech; Or. 23 Against the
refugees). Other late antique invectives that share the direct approach to its target
found in Libanius Or. 37 are Claudian, Against Eutropius or John Chrysostom, Against
the games and the theatre.

2 On the date of composition, see Cribiore 2015: 50-51; Woods 2018: 660.

3 The basilikos logos was one of the main forms that adopted late antique panegyrics.
On this topic, see Rees 2018 for a comprehensive overview.,
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‘self-control” (éykpdteia) and his cwepoovvn,* Libanius accused Helpid-
ius and Polycles of prostitution and of resorting to illegal practices of
magic and astrology moved by greed and treason. By putting topics and
strategies related to two rhetorical antagonistic subgenres - basilikos
logos and psogos - into a dialogue, Libanius’ strategy in this oration seems
to have merged Menander of Laodicea’s prescriptions for the praise of an
emperor (Men. Rhet. 368-377.30) with Aristotle’s instructions for the
composition of blame (Rh. 1368a10-37).°

In fact, Libanius was well aware that the rhetorical mechanisms of
praise and invective were intertwined. In one of the speeches dedicated
to Julian, the sophist acknowledged that praising Julian also meant at-
tacking the emperor Constantius II (Julian’s cousin and political enemy,
Or. 12.44): “I take no pleasure in accusing Constantius, but my narrative
demands that I do so, for it is impossible to separate the praise from the
blame.”® Moreover, in a letter that Libanius sent to Helpidius in 363, the
sophist admitted that his social contacts were polarised along the invec-
tive-encomium axes (Ep. 1410): “For I suppose that one ought to praise
or censure deeds, not praise excessively those one associates with, but
censure those whom one does not spend time with.”” In line with these
references, in Against Polycles the sophist underlined the connections be-
tween praise and blame when he accused Polycles of having criticized
Julian while giving the impression of praising him (2: év oxfjuat d¢
enaivoivtog €Peyec). This contrast is not an isolated instance of the way

4 On the rhetorical use of Julian’s sophrosyne in this oration, see Doyle 2023: 823-25.

5 The editor of Libanius’ work, Richard Foerster, described this discourse as a scriptiun-
cula, that is, as an undeveloped opuscule (1906: 236). Furthermore, the sadly de-
ceased Raffaella Cribiore 2015: 50-51 also underlined the lack of a usual structure
(proem, narration, argumentation, epilogue) in this invective, which, in her opinion,
provokes a marked sense of sloppiness.

6 &AM ékelvou katnyopeiv Epol pév ooy NdY, TG Adyw 8¢ avdykn. diastioat yap thv
evenuiov arod TdV péupewv ovk €otiv. Translation taken from Norman 1969.

7 émoaveiv ydp oiuon Seiv A Péyev ta Epya, GAN' 00 Tovg uv dpihobvrag mdvTwg
Enaivelv, Tovg 8¢ o0 suvdiatpifovtag Péyev. Translation taken from Bradbury 2004.
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in which Libanius juxtaposed praiseful and invective terms in Against Pol-
ycles, as throughout Or. 37 Libanius arrayed several contrapositions and
antitheses in which praiseful and vituperating topics were put together.?

The reading of Libanius’ Against Polycles is tremendously instructive
on how rhetorical invectives worked in Late Antiquity when the reasons
for the composition of the psogos were explicitly stated. The content of
the accusations against Julian that the sophist tried to refute by praising
the emperor, as well as those that he himself made against Helpidius and
Polycles, informs us of the topics and rhetorical strategies commonly
used in the composition of late antique psogoi. Therefore, Libanius reused
topics and strategies that were frequently employed in Classical and Hel-
lenistic literature.

Among the topics reformulated by Libanius in Or. 37, accusations of
morally dubious sexual practices had a prominent position.” The sophist
hinted that Helpidius had prostituted himself as a young man (0r. 37.3):"°
“At this point, stricken in my soul by your [Polycles] words, I cried out
and said, ‘But wouldn’t Helpidius have sworn that he did not prostitute
himself when he was young?’ ... you were so overwhelmed by the truth
that you even acknowledged yourself that you had heard this from one
of his attendants. I said, however, that this man [the attendant] was dis-
honoured because he had become a woman voluntarily and his way of
life had deprived him of the ability to slander another.”" Libanius de-
signed this attack on Helpidius to discredit his testimony and to portray

8 0r.37.1: 4@’ fG &y uév oUk oipat paveioBat kakdg, EAAAog 8¢ Ti¢ Towg obk &yabdg;
4. E\eyov toivuv Kal avtédeyov dyafov kakoDd KakoD KAK®OG NYOpPEVKOTOG. 5. TIG yap
‘EAMAvov 1 BapPdpwv mioteboeiev dv; 12. avOpWnw kivaidw Katd avdpdg cwepovog
GLVAYOPEVW.

9 Onthe usefulness of the information about sexual practices in Antiquity, see Serafim
etal. 2022: 5: “This updated approach to sexuality and sexual practices in the ancient
Greek and Roman world has the potential to enhance our knowledge and under-
standing not only of matters that are related to sex per se, but also of the cultural
workings in antiquity, i.e. how the beliefs of the ancients about sexuality connect
with, and are being interpreted through the lens of, life within the civic and cultural
communities of the past.”

10 Or.37.12: 4vOpwnw Kivaidw. On cinaedi, see Sissa 2023.

11 On this topic, see Kapparis 2022. Translations from Libanius’ Or. 37 have been taken
from Cribiore 2015.
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him as an unreliable source whose words on Julian were nothing more
than unfounded defamation. Libanius levelled a similar accusation
against Polycles. As in the case of Helpidius, the sophist aimed to dis-
credit the validity of Polycles’ testimony by remarking that he had main-
tained improper relations with men. At least that is how Cribiore inter-
prets Libanius’ comment about Polycles (Or. 37.17): “Rest assured that, by
such a strong retaliation, you have let us know how you acted as a young
man,”"

Another topic that could motivate the composition of an invective
was the betrayal of a friend, since this meant the loss of all the good traits
involved in the conception of friendship in Late Antiquity: piety
(evoéPera), goodwill (eGvowa), prudence (ppdvnoig), and other elements
that were related to an individual’s religion or education.” In the first
sections of Libanius’ Or. 37, the theme of friendship looms large and acts
as the framework within which the sophist elaborated on the origin of
his attack on Polycles, since they were good friends until their relation-
ship eventually fell apart (Or. 37.1): “It is evident to everyone, I think,
that something must have put an end to our close relationship and to
your daily visits to me in the afternoon. I would like to clarify the reason
for this so that people will not inquire why this happened and will not
trouble themselves guessing. I do not think that as a result I will appear
base but believe that someone else will perhaps be revealed as not good.”
This statement is supplemented when Libanius recriminated Polycles
that (Or. 37.18): “you were never my friend, you pretended it.” The pres-
ence of the accusation of hypocrisy and false friendship against Polycles
worked on two levels: first, Libanius wanted to give the impression that
Polycles was an untrustworthy person even with his friends, hence his
testimony against Julian should not be relied upon; in the second level,
the emphasis on this broken friendship contrasted with a previous ref-

12 Cribiore 2015: 77: “The sophist hints that as a young man he might have indulged in
illicit, homosexual pleasures.” On homosexuality used as an invective topic, see for
instance Aeschines’ attacks against Demosthenes in Or. 2.88, 127. See also Serafim
2016-2017.

13 On Libanius’ sense of friendship, see Kraus 2023.
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erence to the true friendship that, according to Libanius, existed be-
tween him and the emperor (Or. 37.4): “Yes, he [Julian] was my friend and
I would not deny it.”

Once the theme of false friendship had appeared in the speech, Liba-
nius continued his oration against Polycles by introducing a new invec-
tive topic: the practice of astrology for divinatory purposes. According
to the sophist, Polycles circulated defamation and slander about Libanius
among those who pretended to be experts in astrological matters (Or.
37.18): “You twisted my words about the stars and the assistance they
provide, and made hostile to us people, whose (concept of) Destiny we
censured, reporting these words to them, wronging me and flattering
them, placing your hopes for the most important matters - such as of-
fices and marriages - in their evil arts.”

If these accusations had been true, Libanius’ reproach would not have
been gratuitous on this occasion, since magical and astrological practices
were strictly regulated and severely punished in Late Antiquity, as rec-
orded in the Codex Theodosianus (e.g., 9.16.4). The risks involved in carry-
ing out illegal magical practices was a common argument in Libanius’ in-
vectives and in the narration of his feuds with his nemesis, who more
than once accused him of engaging in astrological practices not only to
discredit him, but also to unseat him from his position among the cul-
tural elites of the fourth century. For example, in Or. 1.44, he recounted
that Bemarchius, a sophist with whom he had sustained a long rivalry,
accused Libanius of sabotaging his oratorical performances in public
competitions by resorting to an astrologer, “who controlled the stars and
through them could bring help or harm to men” (Or. 1.43).

Regarding the slander against the emperor Julian that provided the
foundations for the composition of Libanius’ oration - that is, the notion
that the emperor had bribed a physician to poison his own wife -, these
rumours should be contextualized within the long process of fictionali-
zation to which Julian was subjected right after his death in 363. Libanius
reproached Polycles that “you added that Julian gave a doctor a jewel
that had belonged to his mother as a fee for causing the death of his wife”
(Or. 37.3). However exaggerated or serious such accusation against Julian
may seem, it should not be surprising in the context of the Julianic tra-
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dition." The transformation of the emperor into a legendary figure im-
plied a process of literaturization in which bribing a physician to poison
his own wife was not out of place among the other accusations and in-
ventions created to defame him (e.g. human or even child sacrifice in re-
ligious rites; human immolation for divinatory practices) that were ex-
plicitly stated in invectives composed during the 4th-5th centuries."

Implicit invective through ambiguity

In this section, I would like to explore how late antique invectives were
sometimes expressed in an allusive'® and implicit way by means of innu-
endo, inference and intentional ambiguity rather than with explicit ver-
bal accusations. The rhetorical and literary toolkit of ancient authors was
well equipped for the expression of such notions thanks to tropes such
as GueiPoAia (‘ambiguity’), éupaotg (‘emphasis’), and éoxnuatiopévov €v
ASyw (‘figured speech’).

apeiporia, understood as ‘ambiguity, double entendre’, was a trope
that was difficult to classify given the countless types of ambiguity that
language can create. In fact, Quintilian thought that “there are innumer-
able species of ambiguity”"” (amphiboliae species sunt innumerabiles, Inst.
7.9.1), although other grammarians like Trypho I were more concise in
their definition (On tropes 27): “au@ifolia is a word or speech that re-
veals two or more things” (Gu@iBoAia éoti Aé€1g fj Adyog dVo kal mAeiova
npdypata dnAoloa). Recent scholarship has rightly underscored the
value of au@iPolia as a rhetorical figure used by public speakers to at-
tract or divert audience attention. As pointed out by Blank in his study

14 1t should be noted that Woods 2018: 666 is less supportive of the view of Julian’s poi-
soning as slander: “Unfortunately, Libanius pays little attention to the details of the
charge against Julian but focusses rather upon praising his character and condemn-
ing that of those responsible for this charge, Polycles and Helpidius. A different ap-
proach to the refutation of this charge might have proved more informative and ef-
fective, although considerably less entertaining.”

15 Célerier 2014: 207-332, 361-433; Cribiore 2015: 45.

16 On the ‘allusive style’ of late antique literature, see Kelly 2008: 161-316.

17 Translation taken from Russell 2001.
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of the use of du@ifolia in Isocrates’ writings, “in dealing with amphi-
bolic statements it is, therefore, the audience to a logos that has to make
sense of the argument’s unclear meaning on their own, simply because
the author fails to do so ... The less context a speechwriter or speaker
provides, the more he cedes control over the interpretation of his argu-
ment.”*®

The ambiguity that dugipoAia produced was intentional in some in-
stances. The philosopher Themistius, for example, was inclined to use
neutral religious vocabulary when he discussed both political and reli-
gious matters. As a public figure working for the court of Christian em-
perors, he chose not to compromise himself from a religious point of
view, even though he was a moderate pagan. In his oration On Philan-
thropy, Themistius dealt with philanthropy, a virtue that both pagans and
Christians shared, though from different perspectives. When it came to
discussing philanthropy and its relation to the idea of “mankind,” The-
mistius wrote that (Or. 6.77a): “Yet what need is there for me to elaborate
in minute detail that those who love a brother must obviously also love
mankind? Come hither, O fortunate men, come hither and recognise
your true Father, the abundance of his children and the entire host of
your brothers.”” The wording of “true Father” in Greek is tov &AnOivov
natépa, an amphibolic phrase that shows the “carefully ambiguous reli-
gious language which Themistius employed, designed to bridge over the
gap between pagans and Christians.”*

As is often the case with rhetorical concepts, it is difficult to study
‘emphasis’ (¥ugaoig), without linking it to other notions as it was con-
nected to other concepts such as hyperbole, nepipoAr| or amplificatio.”!
For the grammarian Trypho I, éueacic was “a discourse that amplified
what was evident by insinuation” (On Tropes, 15: "Eu@aoic éott Aé€1g &1’
vnovoiag avgavovoa to dnAovduevov). The rhetorician Tiberius defined
‘emphasis’ as a concept “not stating the thing itself but implying it

18 Blank 2023: 6. See also McNamara 2018.

19 Translation taken from Heather & Moncur 2001.

20 Heather & Moncur 2001: 187.

21 For a thorough analysis of £ugacig, see Kustas 1973.
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through reference to other things.””* Hermogenes’ approach to ‘empha-
sis’ was somewhat more complex as he connected it with parrhesia (Inv.
4.13): “It is ‘by implication’ (€u¢paoig) whenever we are not able to speak
(openly) because hindered and lacking freedom of speech, but in the fig-
ure of giving a different opinion we also imply what cannot be spoken by
the way the speech is composed, so that the hearers understand and it is
not a subject of reproach to the speaker.””

These definitions of éugacig underlined its role as a device through
which something was implied, that is, a sort of tacit agreement between
the author and the audience about understanding something that was
not uttered. An example of the use of éugacig can be found in The Sophist
(Or. 23), one of Themistius’ most important private speeches, in which
the philosopher aimed to defend himself from the criticism that por-
trayed him as a showman whose interests lay in getting public recogni-
tion and in maintaining his influence in the Constantinopolitan court.
Themistius described the verbal attacks that he was receiving as “ar-
rows” that did not harm him since he was in possession of armour (Or.
23.284): “crafted not by Hephaestus on Mt. Olympus, but by the gods who
gave us philosophy and preside over it. Whomever they equip with de-
fensive gear they make utterly invulnerable.”” The reference to that di-
vine armour helped Themistius on two levels: first, it allowed him to de-
velop the metaphor of invective language as arrows, which was a topic
in vituperative contexts. Thus, in Lucian of Samosata’s Slander or in Greg-
ory of Nazianzus’ On Silence at the Time of Fasting, arrows feature promi-
nently as images of verbal abuse. Second, there is an implicit reading of
this metaphor in Themistius’ text that intimates that he was under the
patronage of the gods after he was entrusted with such a divine object. A
direct remark made by him that pointed this privilege out could have

22 Translation taken from Kustas 1973. ‘Emphasis’ was not only used for rhetorical pur-
poses, but also in religious (e.g., it is present throughout Clement of Alexandria’s
Stromata as a way to point out the religious obscurity and inconsistencies of pagan-
ism) and philosophical argumentations (e.g., lamblichus used emphasis to underline
the insinuating nature of some of Pythagoras’ dicta, VP 118).

23 Translation taken from Kennedy 2005.

24 Translation taken from Penella 2000.



198 ALBERTO J. QUIROGA PUERTAS

been understood as a conceited statement, but he managed to insinuate
his meaning using implication (¢ugaotc).

Returning to Libanius and the accusations against him for participat-
ing in astrological and magical practices seen in section 1, the Antioch-
ene sophist took advantage of accusations of that nature in his Autobiog-
raphy by using éugacic. When narrating his oratorical rivalry with the
sophist Bemarchius, Libanius outlined his rival’s ethos by enumerating
his flaws (Or. 1.39-42): his support of an unworthy emperor as Constan-
tius was in Libanius’ eyes; his “blasphemous oratory”; his drinking and
gambling problems; the absence of a collegial attitude (“being present
when I introduced an oration to a public audience he listened in no very
sweet frame of mind”); his failed speech in front of a big audience. Liba-
nius’ characterization of Bemarchius ticked all the boxes of a standard
invective in which moral and ethical blemishes are clearly highlighted.
At no point did Libanius explicitly admit that his personal and rhetorical
skills were better than those of Bemarchius, but the former’s superiority
was evidenced with éugaoig when Libanius mentioned that Bemarchius
(Or. 1.43): “went around with the fairy tale that he had been worsted by
magic. [ was intimate, so he said, with an astrologer who controlled the
stars and through them could bring help or harm to men.”*

What Libanius actually meant to convey by voicing such serious accu-
sations against his rival was that Bermarchius was unable to beat him in
the oratorical arena, hence Bemarchius had to spread false rumours to
justify his defeat. As Trzcionka pointed out in her study on late antique
magic, “the inclusion by antique authors of the accusations and trials
does not necessarily reflect an increase, or isolated occurrence of them;
rather it reflects the individual motivations of the authors as well as the
survival of their particular works.”” In the case of Libanius, his “individ-
ual motivations” to openly bring about those accusations involved the
activation of €éugaoig by implying something - namely, that the accusa-
tions against him were nothing but an admission of his rhetorical savoir
faire.

25 Translation taken from Norman 1992.
26 Trzcionka 2007: 63.
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Ambiguity and double entendre were also hidden in panegyrics and
encomia by means of ‘figured speech’ (éoxnuatiopévov év Adyw), a con-
cept that, according to Pernot, “applies to cases in which the orator uses
false pretenses to disguise his real intent, or speaks obliquely in order to
get to his point indirectly.””” ‘Figured speech’ was part of praise which
contained some invective messages when looked at more closely, like Jul-
ian’s The Heroic Deeds of Constantius. This panegyric was composed to cel-
ebrate the success of his cousin, the emperor Constantius, but Julian also
added “implicit criticism”?® against him. The panegyric contains a specu-
lum principis that anticipates much of the political and religious pro-
gramme that Julian aimed to implement when he became emperor.
Drawing on Socrates’ moral anecdotes and on allusions to Platonic phi-
losophy, Julian enumerated the virtues that an ideal emperor should put
into practice (Or. 3.86a-93d): being an example of magnanimity, benevo-
lence, sobriety, courage, protecting his people whilst ruling over them
with justice. As a result, as Drake put it, Julian’s Or. 3 ended up being “a
soliloquy, reflecting his thoughts about what kind of leader he wanted to
be.””

However, most of those virtues are not applied to Constantius in the
following lines. Even though Julian asked his audience (Or. 3.93): “Do you
wish to learn whether this is true of the Emperor? I will offer you trust-
worthy evidence, and I know well that you will not convict me of false
witness,” that evidence was restricted to showing Constantius’ generos-
ity when he shared the Empire with his brothers (Or. 3.94), his defense
against the usurpers Magnentius and Silvanus (Or. 3.98b-d) and his mercy
towards those who supported the usurpers (Or. 3.101b).

Julian’s silence on the presence of the above-mentioned philosophical
and intellectual virtues in his portrayal of Constantius followed some of
the recommendations given by Demetrius in his treatment of the ‘fig-
ured speech’ (Eloc. 287: TO 8¢ kahoOuevoV €oXNUATIOUEVOV €V AGYW):
‘tact’ (Eloc. 288: ebnpeneia) by not explicitly mentioning Constantius’ lack

27 Pernot 2015: 104.

28 Drake 2012: 37.

29 Drake 2012: 42. Tougher thinks along the same lines in his analysis of Julian’s First
Panegyric on Constantius I as he proposes that (2012: 29) “Julian is being deliberately
subversive, directing a speech of praise to a rather different end.”
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of some virtues; ‘ambiguity’ (Eloc. 291: £i80¢ dueifoAov) by using “invec-
tive that does not seem invective” (Eloc. 291); the need to address a pow-
erful person with this kind of speech as “Flattery is shameful, open crit-
icism is dangerous, and the best course lies in the middle, namely innu-
endo” (Eloc. 294).*°

Imagined invectives

The type of invectives dealt with in section 1 - canonical, explicit psogos
- and in section 2 - allusive vituperations - was connected to the denun-
ciation of moral flaws and blemishes that authors attributed to real indi-
viduals. Yet, in some instances, those same individuals became the object
of invectives as a result of their behaviours and the actions that they
never carried out but which were imagined as real events in an alternate
reality fabricated by the author of the invective. The invention of these
alternate scenarios lent itself to the expression of conjectures that pre-
sented authors with a new (although non-existent) timeline in which
they could amplify the invective force of their speeches.’

Invectives created from this counterfactual process were based on the
manipulation of the rhetorical value of the term €ik4¢ (‘likelihood, prob-
ability’), a notion that operated in every sphere of Ancient Greek thought
(though mainly in art, literature and philosophy) and allowed authors to
test the boundaries between reality and imagination. As Wohl pointed
out, “Bound to its grounding logic and fundamental ontological presup-
positions, €ikd¢ lets us see how a genre or discourse frames its own real-
ities and imagines possibilities that fall beyond it.”** Thus, eikd¢ was a
device capable of generating alternate realities in which the persuasive

30 Demetrius’ translations taken from Innes 1995.

31 Counterfactuals and conjectures in Antiquity have been studied from a cultural
point of view (Grandazzi & Queyrel-Bottineau 2018; Wohl 2014) and from a linguistic
perspective (see for instance la Roi 2024).

32 Wohl 2014: 7.
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force of invectives was not aimed at signalling the actual flaws of indi-
viduals, but to offer audiences the chance to envisage imaginary flaws.*
From a rhetorical and literary viewpoint, the analysis of invectives based
on counterfactual premises enables us to explore the middle ground “be-
tween the ‘world-reflecting’ and ‘world-creating’ facets of literary mime-
sis and thus to situate fiction in its characteristically equivocal relation
to reality.”*

Regardless of that ‘equivocal’ factor, the creation of alternate scenar-
ios in which €ikdg could be manipulated was contemplated in treatises
on epideictic rhetoric. In Imperial times, the rhetorician Theon advised
students of rhetoric to experiment with time alterations as (Prog. 110-
11): “It is useful also to conjecture about the future on the basis of past
events, as if one were to say about Alexander of Macedon, ‘What would
he, who overthrew many great peoples, have done if he had lived a little
longer?’.”** Menander the Rhetor also suggested the usage of counterfac-
tual imagination to increase the pathos of monodies (436): “Share the
grief of the father and mother, and amplify the pathos by showing what
hopes they have been robbed of. You should also argue from the point of
view of the city, saying what kind of man he would have been to it, how
he would have shown himself as a benefactor, how indeed he did.”*®

These types of historical conjectures suggested by Theon and Menan-
der feature in the invectives that Gregory of Nazianzen composed
against the emperor Julian.”” Gregory’s psogoi not only chastised Julian
for the actions and religious policies that he tried to implement during
his short reign (361-363) but also reprimanded him for the negative im-
pact that his actions would have had for Christians if the course of his-
tory had been slightly different. These counterfactual sections in Greg-

33 Gagarin 2014 surveys examples from Athenian forensic oratory in which the eikos
argument was used. To those examples Lysias’ On the refusal of a pension could be
added.

34 Wohl 2014: 5.

35 Translation taken from Kennedy 2003.

36 Translation taken from Russell & Wilson 1981.

37 Gregory was not alone in chastising the emperor Julian by using counterfactuals, as
other Christian authors like Socrates of Constantinople also attacked Julian by com-
posing what-if scenarios (e.g., Hist. eccl. 3.40-42).
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ory’s invectives focused mainly on Julian’s death and its aftermath. Greg-
ory had compiled various reports concerning how Julian died during the
Persian campaign that the emperor launched in 363. In one of the reports
that Gregory consulted, it is said that Julian was lying next to the bank of
a river after having been deadly wounded by a spear. Gregory tells us
that, on the brink of death, Julian planned to throw himself into the river
so his body would disappear and, therefore, he would be thought of as
(Or. 5.14): “something higher than mortals.”*®* However, Julian’s desire to
be considered as a god by making his body disappear after his death was
finally hindered (Or. 5.14): “And had not one of the imperial eunuchs per-
ceived what was going on and telling it to the rest out of disgust at the
extravagant notion, prevented his purpose from being effected - why,
another new god born out of an accident, would have manifested himself
to the stupid!”* Evidently, Julian never became a god, but Gregory’s in-
sinuation of that possibility helped him portray Julian as a hybristic em-
peror who could not stop plotting even at the moment of his death.
Gregory’s Or. 5 also included some post-mortem vituperating lines
based on €ikd¢ arguments. After narrating Julian’s death, Gregory
praised the Persian’s sense of moderation,* that eventually prevented
Julian’s catastrophic defeat from being even worse for the future of the
Roman Empire (Or. 5.15): “Now, if the Persians had not made a moderate
use of their victory (for it is a law with them to know how to measure out
prosperity) or had not been fearful of something or other, as the report
goes, and therefore had agreed to terms so unexpected and reasonable,
nothing was there to prevent ‘not even a fire-carrier’s’ (as the saying is)
‘surviving out of the whole army,” so completely had the Persians got
them in their power, inasmuch as the latter were fighting in their own
country, and were elated by the recent events; for the obtaining of some
success is a sufficient foundation for hope of the future.” With these lines

38 Translation taken from King 1888.

39 This version of Julian’s final moments contrasts with that of Ammianus Marcellinus’,
since the historian’s praiseful description of Julian’s death was heavily inspired by
Plato’s narration of Socrates’ death in Phaedo.

40 Note the emphasis on the notion of ‘moderation’ in the protasis of the conditional
clause (Or. 5.15): Ei pév o0v un Mépoat tfj vikn uetpidfovteg kai ydp v6uog o0tog
avToiG eidévar eTpely evmpayiav.
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Gregory invited his audience to imagine a defeat with more casualties for
the Roman army by attributing the Persians with a Hellenic virtue like
uetpelv, which contrasted with Julian’s incompetence at leading the
campaign against the Persians.

Following this line of counterfactual thinking, Gregory did not miss
the opportunity to make his audience imagine what the Empire would
have turned into if Julian’s acolytes had not been expelled from the court
after his death. Gregory begins his account by narrating that Julian’s suc-
cessor, the emperor Jovian, was forced to make a deal with the Persians
that left the Roman Empire in a very unfavourable position. Even though
Jovian managed to minimize the loss of territories and casualties, Greg-
ory conveyed the idea that the Empire would not be completely secure
until the few supporters of Julian remaining at the court were displaced
from the spheres of power (Or. 5.19): “I am not ignorant that to two or
three of the parasites in the palace, his equals in irreligion (for the others
I willingly pass over), there was given such mighty payment for their im-
piety that nothing would have prevented their plundering all that was
subject to the Romans, both land and sea, if an end had not been put op-
portunely to the business, so greatly did they surpass in rapine and
greediness those hundred-handed giants of old.” This allusion to another
alternative scenario reinforced Gregory’s goal of presenting Julian not
only as a bad emperor, but especially as the person who would have ru-
ined the Christian Roman Empire if he had not died in 363.

These examples from Gregory’s invective against Julian show that
elkd¢ arguments provided late antique authors with an original and ef-
fective tool for chastising religious and political enemies. Even though
their criticism was located on an imagined timeline, the evocative power
of what-if scenarios produced “a complex interaction between facts and
eikos arguments, in which arguments are used to validate or invalidate a
fact (the will), while facts in turn (in the form of witnesses) are used to
support arguments. Facts and arguments thus turn out to be mutually
dependent; neither, it seems, can exist in isolation from the other.”*" In
the case of Gregory’s invective, €ikd¢ arguments were superimposed
over historical facts to validate his fears concerning the destiny of the
Empire if Julian had survived the Persian campaign.

41 Gagarin 2014: 25.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper has tried to prove that the different ways of
composing invective in late antique times showed its protean nature and
its prevalence as one of the main discursive modes in late antique litera-
ture. Explicit psogoi like Libanius’ Or. 37 relied heavily on the reformula-
tion of topics and strategies that could be traced back to the iambic tra-
dition in the Archaic period. Implicit invectives based on double en-
tendre reflected a period of dramatic changes on every level when ambi-
guity, in the guise of du@ifolia, Eéugaoig, and éoxnuatiopévov €v Adyw,
could be a very persuasive and powerful technique if properly articu-
lated. Imagined invectives built on counterfactual premises were a
means of increasing the pathos of an oration and to demonstrate to au-
diences, by manipulating the notion of €ixdg, which religious, cultural,
and political values were dominant in the 4th century AD.
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